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ABSTRACT

SYSTEM OF INDEBTEDNESS: EXPERIENCES WITH WAGE GARNISHMENT IN
CHICAGO, 1957-1970

J. Marcos Reynolds, PhD
Department of History
Northern Illinois University, 2018
Rosemary Feurer, Director

Rising indebtedness, bankruptcies, and job losses were all part of the working-class
experience with wage garnishment, the major debt collection system during the last century.
Garnishment was a powerful legal institution used by creditors to access workers’ wages before
they received their paycheck, and it gave the creditor a great deal of power during the loan
repayment period, because the borrower had few legal options after signing their wages away.
When used, it drained workers’ incomes and hurt their future job prospects. This dissertation
focuses on wage garnishment as a system of indebtedness, and analyzes the way these predatory
lines of credit disproportionately affected the African-American community in Chicago. My
project examines the way that garnishment operated to harm the financial and social positions of
workers in a consumption based economy, and the way that it became a focal point of struggles
for justice in Chicago in the 1960s.
Several cases of murders and suicides by garnished debtors drew public attention to
garnishment in the mid-twentieth-century. Extreme cases highlight the complicated way that
employers, who became collection agents, entered this subject. Accruing even one garnishment

limited future job prospects because many firms refused to employ workers with garnishment
cases. The dissertation analyzes the effects of this collection system on the working-class in
Chicago from 1957-1970, a period of rising credit use among all income groups and no
federal regulation of garnishment. The dissertation answers the following primary questions:
Who were the garnished and what was their experience? Why did the issue rise as a public issue
in the 1950s and 1960s? Who tried to remedy or abolish garnishment? What limited attempts at
reform?
This topic has received little attention from historians. At the time, however, it was such
a large issue that it was part of the famous Kerner commission on urban uprisings. My sources
included the recently available archival collections of Abner Mikva, and a wealth of other
sources bringing new light to the subject. Using social history methodology, this dissertation
examines how workers negotiated the debt system in the last century, and thus adds to our
understanding about debt and debt collection for the working-class. It engages a variety of
government and archival sources to explain the political, social, and labor dynamics of wage
garnishment. The setting of Chicago, an industrial city and financial center, forces us to confront
the ways that old systems of debt, tied to class and legal regimes, continued as aspects of debt
regimes under modern capitalism.
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INTRODUCTION
After the death of Martin Luther King, Jr. on April 4, 1968, underprivileged citizens in
Chicago erupted into violence lasting for three days. After the heat of the riots cooled, city
officials in Chicago formed a study committee to investigate the causes of the rebellions. While
King’s death was the catalyst leading to the conflagrations, social problems, including deeply
rooted grievances, were clearly implicated. Among the catalog of grievances contributing to the
rebellions were retail merchants’ use of garnishment and unfair crediting practices. The study
committee summed up the credit problem in Chicago:
A number of ghetto merchants are highly visible white outsiders who are taking
advantage of the poverty, lack of education, and immobility so characteristic of the
ghetto. These merchants sell low-quality products at high prices and engage in sharp,
often ruthless, credit practices. They often refuse to permit the return of defective
merchandise. Many ghetto merchants admit to higher prices but justify them on such
grounds as higher insurance costs, higher credit costs, and a high incidence of shoplifting.
The relationship between this large group of merchants and their customers is not a
constructive one of mutual respect.1
This sort of aggrieved hostility towards urban merchants was shared by many Chicago residents
experiencing the violent events. Some of their strongest grievances were against local
merchants’ higher charges and fees for credit, and aggressive use of wage garnishment as a
collection device for loans. Garnishment enabled creditors and retailers to drive up consumers’
costs for loans and retail purchases bought on credit. Also, it often extended the loan repayment
period due to increased payments. The sustained use of the hated collection device drove
thousands of people into bankruptcy.
1

City of Chicago, Report of the Chicago Riot Study Committee (Chicago: 1968), 75-76.

2

Garnishment was the most “favored of available creditor remedies,” at least in
collections, because it was the most economically viable and extended the extraction of profits
through other means. The pent up frustrations of many urban residents came from knowing how
it loaded the dice in a game that seemed set up to make and keep them poor. Merchants in innercity, low income communities seemed to them to use abusive business practices to maximize
incomes from retail sales, such as forging installment contracts, purposefully sending the wrong
merchandise in mail-order purchases,1 charging high “markups” for subpar goods,2 sometimes
even selling reconditioned or used furniture and appliances as new. Garnishment gave creditors
and vendors the upper hand; these creditors used legal devices to access a worker’s take-home
pay, sometimes for periods long after the account was paid in full. Unequal access to legal
remedies also stacked the cards against borrowers. The entire system included tenacious
collections efforts of the seller, but few government or legal protections for the consumer.3
Garnishments vastly increased creditors’ incomes, and retailers selling items on installment often
made the lion’s share of their income not from retail sales, but from the garnishments. Getting
the buyer’s name on the contract set in motion a series of clear legal means to garnish their
wages after a missed payment. Merchants peddling their retail goods in this manner often used
high-pressure sales tactics. Buyers, who were often unable to pay, were then subjected to
harassment and threats by the merchant, as well as the garnishments, making these types of
sellers targets during the uprisings in the late-1960s.

“Exploitation Blamed for Sparking Riots,” Washington Afro-American, 9 August 1966.
David Caplovitz, The Poor Pay More: Consumer Practices of Low-Income Consumers (New York: The Free
Press, 1967), 16.
3
T.C. Puckett, “Credit Casualties: A Study of Wage Garnishment in Ontario,” University of Toronto Law Journal,
28.2 (Spring 1978): 96.
1
2

3

Garnishment was a near-universal problem for the working-class throughout the urban
United States, and Chicago was the epicenter of the problem. It was the nation’s “second city,”
and the focus of this study. It also experienced unrest as inner-city residents rebelled against a
white power structure maintaining widespread inequality and economic deprivation as the status
quo. After the most significant rebellion in 1968, the City of Chicago’s own investigative
commission acknowledged that the “long term credit practices” did “cause the price or cost of
clothing, furniture, and appliances purchased by blacks to greatly exceed prices and costs in
white neighborhoods.”4 Garnishment, as well as the other unfair credit and business practices
used by inner-city merchants, created considerable economic pain for wageworkers. According
to the responses by the interview subjects for both the city-based and national study
commissions, it rivaled inadequate housing, police abuse, and employment discrimination as one
of the most pressing social issues of the day.5
Garnishment resulted when a creditor submitted legal paperwork to acquisition a share of
the worker’s paycheck from his employer, before the worker was paid. From the creditor’s
perspective, this credit arrangement availed working-class consumers of credit. But such credit
came at a high price. Garnishments often led to bankruptcy, or even loss of employment. As a
result, it became a considerable social and economic problem in the nation’s urban centers.
Widespread use of the collection device also caused economic deprivation and anxiety for
garnished workers, whose wages were typically their primary source of income. In these types
of small loans and retail transactions, the most important document was the contract. The

4

Chicago Riot Study Committee, Report of the Chicago Riot Study Committee to the Hon. Richard J. Daley
(Chicago: 1968), 76.
5
Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (Washington: US Government Printing Office,
1968), 4
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creditor held the contract and had wide latitude to manipulate the business transactions days, or
even months, after the original sale. Since they had a contract locking the borrower into a
payment plan, control over the transactions was in the merchant’s hands. The working-class
experienced the most garnishments throughout the twentieth-century due to low-wages and a
limited ability to pay for added charges and fees, not to mention attorney’s charges.
Illinois’ garnishment laws were among the worst in the nation; by the mid-twentieth
century, the racial and class bias of Illinois’ legal garnishment regime combined to hit minority
communities in Chicago particularly hard. This was a time when low-wage workers from the
Deep South, Appalachia, and Latin America were moving to urban United States cities looking
for work.6 Credit was sold and marketed to urban working-class-minorities very differently.
Creditors and retailers, even door-to-door salesmen during this time, sold products and services
on credit. These sales relied on contracts permitting vendors to garnish workers’ wages after a
single missed installment payment to protect the loan.7 Creditors got away with this type of
business activity due to the inability, or unwillingness, of Illinois policymakers to eliminate
garnishment or wage assignment, or to enact credit regulations by the mid-twentieth century.
There were no legal barriers to the amount of charges a creditor could apply; if it was in the
contract, it was legally-sanctioned in Illinois.8 In a handful of states by the 1950s and 1960s,
garnishment had already been abolished altogether. Studies showed that citizens of states that
abolished garnishment did not experience the dramatic rise in bankruptcy claims Illinois
residents experienced in the post-World War II era. In Illinois, creditors were known to forge

George Daniels, “Rise in Garnishees Causes Alarm,” Daily Defender, 28 January 1957.
Beryl Satter, Family Properties: Race, Real Estate, and the Exploitation of Black Urban America (New York:
Metropolitan Books, 2009),101.
8
Ibid., 101
6
7
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forms and add additional charges after the sale, as well as sell debts to finance companies. In
middle and upper class neighborhoods in Chicago, and at the city’s malls and department stores,
a range of other credit options besides installment credit were available to consumers.9 This was
not the case in working-class communities of color in the city, where financing options were
limited. With few options, these consumers were subject to under regulated, deceptive, or highpressure sales. Due to economic constraints, they often were unable to fight shady sales in court.
In many cases, even if they fought garnishments legally, Illinois law often sided with businesses
over consumers. 10
The central importance of the state cannot be stressed enough. In this respect, while
scholars have focused on “bringing the state back in,” there has not been enough attention paid to
the role of particular states. A number of states within the United States, and other nations,
abolished garnishment altogether. During the debates on abolition, labor unions and their
supporters demonstrated how exploitative it was, and how it was unconducive to industrial
relations. With the Wage Attachment Abolition Act, Great Britain abolished wage garnishment
in 1870.11 Legal scholar J.C. Wood wrote that when a Royal Commission considered reviving
the garnishment practice in the 1960s in England, they found that both employers and union
employees were opposed to the practice. They argued it was an “inconvenience[…]felt to be a
barrier to good industrial relationships.” Workers felt that it “discriminates unfairly against the
regular wage earner.”12 Garnishment is a class of wage attachment. In other words, wage
garnishment, which restricts wages, is a form of attachment. Whereas other types of assets, such

9

Louis Hyman, Debtor Nation: The History of America in Red Ink (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011),
135.
10
Caplovitz, The Poor Pay More, 13.
11
Pucket, “Credit Casualties: A Study of Wage Garnishment in Ontario,” 98.
12
J.C. Wood, “Attachment of Wages,” The Modern Law Review 26, no. 1 (January 1963): 55.

6

as bank accounts and real estate, can also be attached, these types of assets are governed by
different rules.13 Wood was supportive of the idea of bringing garnishment or attachment of
wages back. He alluded to a widespread use in Scotland of a form of wage attachment called
“wage arrestment,” which he argued “may be urged as a point in favour of greater use of
attachment.” Scholars in favor of liberal banking and finance regulation argue that wage
attachment, in its various forms, was a simple and effective means for local authorities to extract
payments from borrowers. Wood argued that England should expand the use of attachment
because arrestment was so successful in Scotland. In arrestment, a representative from the
sheriff’s office would serve a warrant “upon the third party who then has to hand over the
money, retaining, where wages are concerned, the statutorily protected sum which he pays to the
debtor.”14 Wood argued that arrestment was useful, legally, because it is “a method by which a
man could be made to meet his important social obligations.” On this last point, Wood
enunciated the nineteenth-century legal community’s justification of garnishment on the legal
grounds that contracts were sacrosanct, a sentiment that privileged the interest of the contract
holder, or creditors and retailers.
When states began adopting additional garnishment statutes and expanded its use in the
nineteenth-century, debtors’ prisons had recently been abolished, and many legal experts
supported the contract as a way to strictly enforce debts since imprisoning borrowers was now
restricted in the United States. According to legal scholar Joseph C. Sweeney, since wage
garnishment developed after the abolition of debtors' prisons, "it did not seem unreasonable and
was in the spirit of the nineteenth century principles of freedom of contract and survival of the
Paul F. Albert, “Attachment in California: A New Look at an Old Writ,” Stanford Law Review 22, no. 6 (June
1970): 1255.
14
Ibid.
13

7

fittest.”

15

In Scraping By (2009), Seth Rockman also explains how creditors pressured debtors,

and how credit discrimination operated during the nineteenth-century in Baltimore.16 Rockman
clarified that debtors’ prisons were a major part of life in nineteenth-century Baltimore, and that
African Americans were disproportionately affected by them. This is an important book that
explores the survival strategies of impoverished Baltimore residents, and emphasizes the
significance of credit even for the poor during the nineteenth-century.
Not all states adopted draconian collections policies, however. States eliminating or
severely curtailing garnishment in the nineteenth and early twentieth-century experienced far
better economic outcomes for lower income wage earners than states like Illinois, which passed
laws broadly supported by the credit and retail industries. Bradley and Mary Hansen emphasized
this relationship in their article on garnishment and bankruptcy, explaining that “the relationship
between the national wage earner bankruptcy rate and income fluctuations was driven by the
variations in the state specific laws governing creditor-debtor relations.17 According to the
Hansens, states that developed statutes that regulated credit and garnishment in support of
debtors “had lower rates of wage earner bankruptcy before the Depression and experienced little
increase in bankruptcy during the Depression.”18
Despite its meaning in the lives of working-class residents, garnishment has received
little attention from historians, including its role in the 1960s uprisings. Most scholars have

Joseph C. Sweeney, “Abolition of Wage Garnishment,” Fordham Law Review 38, no. 2 (1969): 201;
Additionally, Rebecca McLennan’s The Crisis of Imprisonment dealt with the coercive nature of debtor’s prisons,
and how they operated to extract income from workers, as well as to discipline debtors. 15
16
Seth Rockman, Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2009), 185.
17
Mary Eschelbach Hansen and Bradley A. Hansen, “Crisis and Bankruptcy: The Mediating Role of State Law,
1920-1932,” The Journal of Economic History 72, no. 2 (June 2012): 449.
18
Ibid.
15
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overlooked the evidence about garnishment’s high toll and residents’ frustrations with merchants
as the roots of 1960s unrest. They also failed to notice how some members of the public reacted
violently to garnishment in individual ways. Our image of the rebellions has focused on redlining, police altercations, and other experiences of poverty. This dissertation seeks to establish
the importance of garnishment, displaying the wide debate and discussion of wage assignment by
social movement campaigns of this period. Rebellions and demonstrations are just one example
of the social toll caused by garnishment; it led to killings and suicide during this time as well, a
signal of its significance as a major social problem. Efforts to address it socially, politically, and
legally were met with a counter-campaign. One cannot understand garnishment as a prime issue
confounding race and class relations until we place the garnishment regime in the context of a
historiography about consumption, debt regimes, and the role of race and class in urban
dynamics.
Any discussion of garnishment cannot fail to see that a variety of other social and
economic problems springing from the wage garnishment problem. But while many of these
other issues, such as consumption, debt crises, mortgage discrimination, and establishment of
segregated labor markets, have received historians’ attention, only one recent essay and a section
of a recent book have addressed Illinois’ history of garnishment. This dissertation’s questions
and framework were inspired by the work of historian Beryl Satter, whose book, Family
Properties (2009), dealt with garnishment in a 31-page section connecting it to contract buying
of residential properties. Satter’s work follows the efforts of her father, Mark Satter, to raise a
debate on garnishment and eliminate it in Illinois during the 1950s and 1960s. In 2014, Bradley
and Mary Hansen focused on Illinois as well, in an article in Essays in Economic and Business
History, "The Evolution of Garnishment and Wage Attachment Law." That essay dealt with

9

legal and legislative fights over garnishment during the late nineteenth and early twentiethcentury. Scholarship by Satter and the Hansens contributes to the understanding of the political
economy of credit and debt that was supportive of capitalist financial interests.19 These works
explained how creditors and retailers used their influence to protect garnishment as an institution.
This dissertation extends their scholarship, exploring how garnishment was maintained as a debt
collection institution during the consumer era.
There is a wealth of scholarship on credit and debt that provides context for this study.
Warren Susman, in his 1973 book, Culture as History, explained that the new culture of
abundance was transformative and that it helped to create a new middle class made up of
professionals, who were paid on salary. These middle-level workers, in turn, helped to sustain
the era of consumption.20 Daniel Horowitz's intellectual history of the consumer era titled, The
Morality of Spending (1985) also dealt with the shift to a consumer society. He traced this
cultural shift back to the early eighteenth-century, but he acknowledged that it intensified during
the 1900s.21 The rising culture of abundance was secured by Americans who were purchasing
more and more items on credit. Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith, the author of The
Affluent Society, argued that a conservative view on credit in the U.S., what he called “the
Puritan ethos[,] was not abandoned” in the postwar era, but rather “was merely overwhelmed by
the massive power of modern merchandising.”22 Galbraith acknowledged that the American
postwar economy was predicated on the expansion of consumer credit, so that consumers could

19

Bradley Hansen and Mary Hansen, "The Evolution of Garnishment and Wage Assignment Law in Illinois,"
Essays in Economic History 32 (2014): 20.
20
Warren I. Susman, Culture as History: The Transformation of American Society in the Twentieth-Century (New
York: Pantheon Books, 1973), xxi.
21
Daniel Horowitz, The Morality of Spending: Attitudes Toward the Consumer Society in America, 1875-1940
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985), xxvi.
22
John Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin Company, 1958), 159.
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perpetually finance additional purchases. Garnishment fits into all of this because garnishment
made it possible for the working-class to be able to participate in the consumer economy by
accessing credit, because it gave creditors added security in loans and retail transactions with
low-income consumers.
The Keynesian economic principals Galbraith espoused were broadly supported by
economists and government officials during the era of consumption, who favored rapid
economic growth powered by consumers' purchases. In terms of the enlarged role played by
credit and debt in the national economy, Galbraith explained that “as we expand debt in the
process of want creation[,] we come necessarily to depend on this expansion.”23 The economist
considered that this consumption process was dependent on advertising and emulation, which
“operate on those who can afford and those who cannot.”24 The acceleration in consumption is
important for our purposes here, because the dramatic rise in consumption that took off during
the 1920s and that skyrocketed during the post-World War II era, directly coincided with the rise
in garnishments that primarily effected low-wage workers.
Scholars during the 1980s, emphasized the integral role of advertising in consumption.
Scholars such as T.J. Jackson Lears focused on the therapeutic aspects of advertising, while also
denying agency to consumers whose existence in the postwar era was preoccupied with the
"ceaseless pursuit of the good life, and a constant reminder of their powerlessness."25
Christopher P. Wilson’s article in The Culture of Consumption explained that advertising

23

Ibid., 162.
Ibid., 159.
25
Richard Wright Fox and T.J. Jackson Lears, "Introduction," in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in
American History, 1880-1980 eds. Richard Wrightman Fox and T.J. Jackson Lears (New York: Pantheon Books,
1983), xii.
24

11

"contributed directly to the genesis of consumer culture."

26

Roland Marchand's book,

Advertising the American Dream considered how advertisers ushered in the era of modernity, by
introducing consumers to new products through advertising. Advertisers according to Marchand
were influencing the "configuration of economic and social systems" by selling products,
shaping attitudes, and influencing social realities with their advertisements.27 Advertisements
were increasingly used to sell credit to consumers as well. The ad campaigns are significant
because advertisements that promised "easy credit" misled members of the public during this
time as well. One of the major problems of the consumer era was creditors' ability to mislead the
public about the terms of credit transactions in advertisements and in the contractual agreements.
Consumers, for their part, demonstrated incredible agency, however, during the Consumer
Movement, during which they demanded to know the terms of credit.
The debate over rising U.S. consumption and credit use, has been contentious. Authors
such as Thorstein Veblen explained in his book, The Theory of the Leisure Class that was
originally published in 1899, that through conspicuous consumption, the rich displayed their
wealth to demonstrate their social position. Juliet Schor explained in her 1998 book, The
Overspent American, that in the 1980s Americans began developing spending habits she called
"competitive consumption," that involved an "upscaling" of Americans' definition of success and
the good life that has caused a period of "consumer anxiety, frustration, and dissatisfaction."28

Christopher P. Wilson, “The Rhetoric of Consumption: Mass Market Magazines and the Demise of the Gentle
Reader, 1880-1920," in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History, 1880-1980, Eds. Richard
Wrightman Fox and T.J. Jackson Lears (New York: Pantheon Books, 1983), 42.
27
Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity, 1920-1940 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1983
28
Juliet B. Schor, The Overspent American: Upscaling, Downshifting, and the New Consumer (New York: Basic
Books, 1998), 13.
26

12
29

Additional scholarship on credit consumption by scholars such as Brett Williams, Robert D.
Manning,30 and Joana Stavins,31 explained the profitability of the credit industry, unequal power
relations between borrowers and consumers, the dramatic rise in bankruptcies in the postwar era,
and the corrosive effects of surging debt on the U.S. economy. These authors consider the
dramatic rise in credit to be a burden on U.S. society because of the increased debt load
Americans have taken on. These authors argue that rising consumption and credit purchases has
led to the emergence of an economy based on rising amounts of debt. Credit was the key to
rising rates of consumption, bankruptcy, and garnishment during this time.
Teresa A. Sullivan, Elizabeth Warren, and Jay Lawrence Westbrook, also emphasized the
significance of rising credit use and debt as factors that led to incredibly high numbers of
bankruptcies in their 1989 book, titled As We Forgive Our Debtors.32 Their work noted the
important fact that “the constant increase in debt helps to drive the American economy.”33 By
focusing on excessive interest charges and usury in Beggar Thy Neighbor (2013), historian
Charles R. Geisst documented how credit has hoisted an unsustainable debt burden on consumers
due to its rising costs. 34 Geisst explained that today credit card companies make extraordinary
amounts due to “continuing interest,” and that usury continues to be prevalent due to such credit
lines.35 Usurious charges effected the garnished as well, and labor unions and supporters of

29

Brett Williams, Debt for Sale: A Social History of the Credit Trap (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2004), 6.
30
Robert D. Manning, Credit Card Nation: The Consequences of America's Addiction to Credit (New York: Basic
Books, 2000), 31.
31
Joanna Stavins, "Credit Card Borrowing, Delinquency, and Personal Bankruptcy," New England Economic
Review (July-August 2000): 17.
32
Teresa A. Sullivan, Elizabeth Warren, Jay Lawrence Westbrook, As We Forgive Our Debtors: Bankruptcy and
Consumer Credit in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 331.
33
Ibid.
34
Charles R. Geisst, Beggar Thy Neighbor: A History of Usury and Debt (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2013), 323.
35
Ibid., 5.
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garnishment reform had long argued that wage garnishment led to usurious charges, and that it
should be eliminated.36 For the poor, credit use came with an unsustainably high price and the
usurious nature of garnishment loans and rising bankruptcy in Chicago, were a formula for
disaster for Chicago’s working-class. Authors opposed to increased credit use, questioned the
sustainability of an economic system based on consumption and credit use, and called for
government reforms including changes to bankruptcy and consumer credit laws and increased
government regulation of consumer lending.
Scholars who argue in favor of consumption insist that it is liberating, and that credit use
has played a transformative role in the national economy and consumer’s lives. Other authors
argue that consumption and rising credit purchases have led to the emergence of an economy
based on rising amounts of debt. The key to rising rates of consumption, bankruptcy, and
garnishment during this time was credit. Authors supportive of credit use cited its success in
financing billions of purchases and creating economic growth. Authors such as Rowena
Olegario37 and Martha Olney38 emphasized how credit was a transformative factor in the U.S.
economy and that it powered growth and created a consumer durables revolution. Rowena
Olegario's 2006 book, A Culture of Credit explained that mercantile credit was responsible for
the expansion of new markets into the American West during the nineteenth-century and that it
"was a remedy for imperfect and inadequate flows of money."39 Their scholarly treatments of
credit focuses on its rapid expansion, but do not critically review the institutions that sell credit
or how they work to influence legislative or community attempts to regulate them. James
Hansen and Hansen, “The Evolution of Garnishment and Wage Attachment Law,” 29.
Rowena Olegario, The Engine of Enterprise: Credit in America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016), 7.
38
Martha L. Olney, Buy Now, Pay Later: Advertising, Credit, and Consumer Durables in the 1920s (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 1.
39
Rowena Olegario, A Culture of Credit: Embedding Trust and Transparency in American Business (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2006), 32.
36
37

14

Livingston's Against Thrift also supports the idea that consumption was the key to economic
growth.40
Few scholars have gone as far as Lizabeth Cohen who sees the civil rights movement as
somewhat integrated with and dependent on “a Consumers Republic.” She defined the
Consumers Republic as "an economy, culture, and politics built around the promises of mass
consumption."41 Cohen wrote on the “fundamental shift” occurring due to the rise of the mass
consumption economy that erased class differences among consumers, because it allowed them
to at least look middle class. In her engagements with the politics of mass consumption, she
found that for African Americans, mass consumption in the new economy had a “liberating side”
to it, because “it offered the protection of a mass market whose success depended on attracting
consumers previously excluded from it.”42 Cohen explained that African Americans'
relationship to the Consumers Republic gave them a kind of consumer citizenship, she explained
that citizen-consumers during this time used their rights as citizens and their power as consumers
to assert themselves politically. Cohen explained that the Montgomery bus boycott was an
example of African Americans asserting rights as citizen-consumers and that through consumer
activism, African Americans were able to gain access to public accommodations.43
Others, such as economic historian Louis Hyman, in his 2011 book, Debtor Nation, focus
on credit and debt is more critical of the liberating potential of consumption, and he argued that

40

James Livingston, Against Thrift: Why Consumer Culture is Good for the Economy, the Environment, and Your
Soul (New York: Basic Books, 2011), x.
41
Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers' Republic: the Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York:
Knopf, 2003), 7.
42
Ibid., 188.
43
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credit helped "to create both our prosperity and our insecurity."

44

The dramatic rise in

consumption and consumer credit during the decades after World War II, created incredible
wealth, but by the end of the twentieth-century, as debt continued to rise, it became an incredible
burden on the public. Hyman dealt systematically with race and class issues in consumer finance
during the post-World War II-era. However, he argued that equality of consumption often
“reinforced inequalities of wealth.”45 Hyman noted that African Americans’ limited access to
wealth and diverse types of financing limited minorities’ opportunities to fully benefit from the
expansion of credit, as whites could. Hyman's analysis is instructive and he introduces an
important conceptual framework for considering the history of debt by focusing on conflicts over
various debt instruments between consumers, creditors, and governments. In terms of
consumers' roles in the process, he explained that by the 1970s at least, consumers needed credit,
as "it was no longer possible to be without credit and live in mainstream American society."46 In
terms of governments' role, he sees it as having a mediating role and that as new economic
developments occurred, new attempts were made to regulate business and credit transactions.
The business community used its integral role in the process to develop suitable policy. He
focused on the development of consumer credit policies during the twentieth-century, that
allowed banks to profit off of the small loan business and that permitted loose credit regulations,
but he wrote that government officials during this time never considered "whether everyone
ought to have credit."47

44

Ibid., 9.
Hyman, Debtor Nation, 132.
46
Ibid., 282.
47
Ibid., 284.
45

16

Hyman's work is part of a larger discussion on credit and debt systems that emphasizes
the government's role in the economy in developing currencies and new markets, channeling
wealth and inequality, and regulating business and consumer transactions. In More: the Politics
of Economic Growth, Robert M. Collins explains the government's role in stimulating growth.
Keynesian economics, which called for an increased governmental role in the economy, reigned
supreme throughout the New Deal-era and even into the Nixon years.48 Governments throughout
the mid-twentieth-century supported growth, and liberal administrations such as the Kennedy
and Johnson administrations used government to stimulate economic growth to support segments
of the economy that needed to be revitalized and to build up the public sector, while conservative
administrations used tax cuts to stimulate private growth. Debt: the First 5,000 Years (2011), by
David Graeber explained that governments of course created money and have long played an
indispensable role in economic transactions. Graeber laid out his argument about government's
integral role in the economy by explaining that "states created markets. Markets require states."49
During the post-World War II era, the state was clearly in favor of growth, but not redistributing wealth or reconsidering the relationship between creditors and debtors. Political
scientist James Q. Wilson wrote in “The Politics of Regulation,” that politics often comes in to
play during efforts to provide regulation or relief to urban consumers.50 He specifically cited the
effort to reform the nation’s consumer credit and garnishment laws, which led to the passage of
the Consumer Credit Protection Act of 1968, a law that did little to provide relief to consumers
because the substantive provisions of the bill were removed during the legislative process. In
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that legislation, politics, not economic factors, dictated the final outcome and the major provision
of the law requiring disclosure of the cost of credit for revolving accounts was omitted. Wilson
wrote that “throughout the debate on the truth-in-lending legislation, the discussion of the
problems of poor consumers bore almost no relationship to the provisions of the bill” that was
finally passed by Congress. Thomas Ferguson probed deeper into the workings of the political
system. In The Golden Rule (1995) he explained that in “political analysis—to discover who
rules, follow the gold.” This is the golden rule in politics.51 Ferguson noted that today “blocs of
major investors define the core of political parties and are responsible for most of the signals the
party sends to the electorate.”52 In The Making of Global Capitalism, Leo Panitch and Sam
Gindin described the central role of the state in projecting capitalist values and markets by
looking at the role of the federal government in establishing international regulatory bodies in the
postwar era.53 In their view, states are crucial to capitalism because they are responsible for
“maintaining property rights, overseeing contracts, stabilizing currencies, reproducing class
relations, and containing crises.” All are functions of the state.54 Certainly, states are of critical
importance to garnishment since the federal government did not begin any sort of regulation of
garnishment until 1968 under the Consumer Credit Protection Act. States established the legal
framework necessary for creditors to garnish workers’ wages, and they mediated the competing
interests of unionists, employers, and creditors in the development of state garnishment statutes.
Scholarly treatments of the consumer movement are vital to this study, because they
documented how people used selective consumption and other forms of consumer activism to
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advance their agenda. This study also deals with consumer responses to the garnishment
problem of the mid-twentieth-century, a major consumer problem during this time. A number of
scholars besides Lizabeth Cohen have made the case for the liberating aspects of consumption by
focusing on consumer activism. Lawrence Glickman's 2009 book, Buying Power, considers
consumption "not as the negation of citizenship, but as an instrument of solidarity, a mode of
ethical agency, and a bridge to healing relationships with both nature and the animate world."55
Glickman made the case for a long consumer movement, stretching back to the Revolutionary
War-era and he referenced the Boston Tea Party as a critical moment in U.S. consumer activism.
Matthew Hilton's Prosperity for All (2009), also emphasized that with increased consumption,
for some people, came the desire to reform the marketplace and make it more egalitarian. He
explained that the consumer movement during the heady days of the 1960s was "about not just
fighting for the individual, but fighting for all individuals to be able to participate equally in the
good life."56 My work is meant to expand on the work on consumer activism done by previous
authors, and to explain how consumers responded to the garnishment problem and attempted to
eliminate or mitigate it to provide relief to their communities. Also, I will explore how
consumers modified their consumption practices and responded to the garnishment problem by
seeking assistance, using new crediting institutions, and protesting unfair borrowing conditions.
Also, recent scholarship has dealt with the important linkages between the consumer,
labor, and civil rights movements, and how these movements converged and complimented one
another. In Daniel Horowitz’s The Anxieties of Affluence, he emphasizes the importance of
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Martin Luther King, Jr. as not only a transformative figure in the black freedom struggle, but
also in the consumer movement.57 During his campaigns in the South, he was an integral figure
in the Montgomery Bus Boycott that used consumer activism to push for equal access to public
transportation. When he later brought his civil rights campaign to the North, he witnessed the
extreme inequalities of northern housing and credit systems, and sharpened his critiques of
consumer culture. King supported consumer activism, not to increase black consumption
necessarily, but to use consumption to effect social change, as he had in Montgomery. In 1966,
King’s organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, worked with the clergy in
Chicago and established Operation Breadbasket, an organization that used boycotts to pressure
local businesses to hire African Americans and even sell black products.
Enrico Beltramini and Martin L. Deppe added to the scholarship on Operation
Breadbasket and the campaign by labor and civil rights organizations to improve access to credit
and fair buying conditions. In “SCLC Operation Breadbasket,” by Enrico Beltramini, he traced
the development of the organization through its short history, and explained how it pressured
supermarkets and other local retailers to lower their barriers to black employment.58 Martin L.
Deppe, who was a participant in Operation Breadbasket, wrote a 2017 book titled Operation
Breadbasket that documented his experiences, and explained how the organization used the
“combined power of the pulpit and the cooperating consumers in the pews” to effect social
change.59 These scholarly works’ treatments of working-class consumption during the era of
affluence explained how it became a tool to advance civil rights goals. In Chicago, in the
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struggle to reform the garnishment provisions, a combination of civil rights organizations and
progressive labor groups were the first to address the issue. Activists in these organizations
imagined a world without the coercive debt collection institution, and they struggled to fight
back against the garnishment system.
Risa Louis Goluboff’s Lost Promise of Civil Rights (2007) also explained the linkages
between labor and civil rights and her work analyzes an important part of the civil rights struggle
that occurred prior to the 1954 Brown decision. Her work explains how black agricultural
workers during the New Deal-era, were able to sue for their rights using the Thirteenth
Amendment to escape from slavish conditions. Goluboff analyzed how civil rights lawyers
working for the NAACP and the Civil Rights Section of the Justice Department helped black
workers to realize labor rights, by referencing the antislavery and due process provisions of the
Thirteenth Amendment and the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.60
Lawyers selectively responded to involuntary servitude complaints by black agricultural workers
in the South, and attempted to help them sue for their rights.61 By focusing on black agricultural
workers’ struggles against peonage, she also explains the important linkages between class, race,
and debt, which is an important aspect of the inequality that has persisted into the present. In her
book, she explained that African Americans faced unequal protections under the law, which
augmented inequities, and that even attempts to provide protections such as creation of a Fair
Employment Practice Committee were ineffective.62 These type of conditions, maintained
inequities between African Americans and whites. And, the continued use of debt peonage
maintained slavish work conditions for African Americans well into the twentieth-century.
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Beryl Satter also deals with the relationship between race, class, and debt, by focusing on how
African Americans were particularly affected by contract buying of residential properties and
garnishment, and she also demonstrates how black workers used the Thirteenth Amendment to
assert their rights.
In Family Properties, Beryl Satter explained how throughout the late 1960s, the Court
cited the Thirteenth Amendment to broaden consumers’ due process rights, and Satter noted that
the Court cited the amendment barring slavery in the 1968 case, Jones v Mayer.63 In that case,
the plaintiff argued that his civil rights were violated because a seller refused to sell to him due to
his perceived racial lineage, and the Court agreed. These authors’ treatments of the black
freedom struggle, like mine, explained how activists used the courts and also organized to
challenge unfair buying and crediting conditions. Their work helps us to understand not just the
linkages between the various contemporary social movements, but also how activists and
progressive jurists were able to engineer changes to commercial transactions, and the
contributions of the civil rights movement.
Another key issue in garnishment is where garnished workers fit into the spectrum of
U.S. coerced labor relations, do garnished workers fit into a free or unfree labor category?
Robert J. Steinfield and Stanley L. Engerman in their article in Free and Unfree Labor, noted
that a definition of free labor is problematic and arbitrary, because free and unfree labor
categories involve overlapping forms of legal and physical coercion. They look at the history of
coerced labor by considering the range of coercive practices that were used to extract labor from
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and discipline workers.

64

The authors explain that “among free populations, labor force

participation is influenced by the desire to consume.”65 Okay, so garnishment is fundamental to
consumption for the working-class, and garnished workers chose to enter into these agreements
that led to the garnishment, so are they free or unfree? Steinfield’s 2001 book, Coercion,
Contract, and Free Labor in the Nineteenth-Century, explained that free laborers are “never
forced to perform their labor agreements,” and obviously garnished workers have little choice
but to continue working until the debt is paid through deductions from their paycheck.66 To
explore the spectrum of coerced labor types, Steinfield looked at the pecuniary and nonpecuniary forms of punishment that were used against workers to extract labor. For our
purposes, we can consider the wage deductions from garnishments to be a form of pecuniary
pressure, since it involved money, and it essentially extracted labor, or the rewards for labor,
from the garnished. Since garnished workers had little choice but to perform their labor and pay
off the debt, garnishment considerably hindered workers’ freedom during this time.
By the mid-twentieth-century, garnished workers were disproportionately African
American, employed in menial labor jobs. The severity of the garnishment problem in minority
communities, and the significance of race and urban politics in these communities, cannot be
over-stated. After all, the dramatic rise in garnishments was also a political concern, as well as a
legal, social, and occupational issue. This dissertation builds on work that has helped us
understand how race intersected with urban politics and institutions in Chicago. For example, I
seek to understand garnishment in relationship to other discriminatory credit and debt systems,
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especially mortgage and housing, as well as the political economy of the city. Arnold Hirsh who
wrote Making the Second Ghetto (1983,) noted how capital interests located in the central part of
the city, and in the neighborhoods bordering the slums, took action to protect their property
investments and to maintain the system of segregation. Chicago capitalists were able to use
“public power for private interests.”67 The political economy of the city became increasingly
important to studies dealing with the “second ghetto.” Hirsch explored systems of power within
the city, and how capital interests, and also the University of Chicago, used their considerable
clout to influence the urban planning, slum clearance, and redevelopment of the city through a
robust political and legal campaign.
Roger Biles, author of Richard J. Daley (1995), explained that Mayor Daley was also a
major proponent of segregation. Daley personally worked to maintain segregation through the
city’s public works projects. Like Hirsch, Biles was careful to explain the local government’s
role in the maintenance of residential segregation, explaining how government building
programs “gave permanence to existing enclaves.”68 Public works projects, such as the
construction of public housing and the system of expressways, hemmed the majority of African
Americans into a handful of highly segregated parts of the city. Thomas Sugrue, who wrote
Origins of the Urban Crisis, explained that race defined the political situation in U.S. urban
centers, leading to housing segregation and workplace discrimination.69 Sugrue further
discussed how politics often played out at work, leading to racial discrimination in U.S. cities
during this time. The overwhelming opposition to change, and significance of racism, is a key
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part of the picture. In their book, Confronting the Color Line, historians Alan B. Anderson and
George W. Pickering clarified that racism, and the private sphere’s opposition to change,
defeated the Civil Rights Movement. The authors argued that eliminating segregation is key to
improving economic conditions for black and white Americans.70 My study also deals with
many of these same themes, elucidates how both institutions and widespread discrimination
helped maintain the garnishment system. I also take a middle ground on the role of racial
discrimination, dealing with garnishment more as an institution affecting the broader workingclass: an institution used disproportionately against African Americans and other minorities.
This issue of unequal housing in Chicago is significant to the garnishment problem because
credit for property investments and small loans were similarly marketed to the black workingclass. Just as contracts or wage assignment forms were deployed against low-income retail
buyers and borrowers, realtors used equally coercive contractual arrangements to sell housing to
black consumers during this time. Contract buying for housing in Chicago was a parallel form of
credit exploitation segregating African Americans and other people of color into the most
coercive credit arrangements for housing, as well as installment loans. Furthermore, both forms
of credit abuse primarily affected African Americans, severely constraining the economy on the
South Side during the mid-twentieth-century.
Much of Satter’s analysis in Family Properties, centered on African Americans’ unequal
access to housing in Chicago, and how realtors, attorneys, and bankers cashed in on housing
segregation. Other historians dealt with blockbusting, white flight, and the role of the color line
in housing, but Satter instead used these themes contextually. Satter’s work considers wage
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garnishment in passing, but as part of systems of exploitation used by real estate agents, with a
main focus on contract buying. Wendy Plotkin provided some exceptional scholarship on
contract buying and restrictive covenants in her work, “Deeds of Mistrust,” which documented
the use of the restrictive covenants. 71 It also covered the intellectual basis of support for the
covenants established by real estate agents and neighborhood institutions. Other historians,
including Allan H. Spear72 and Thomas Philpott,73 wrote about contract buying as well. Satter,
however, provided a more thorough explanation of the practice and its consequences for the
black community in Chicago. Her book explained the difficulties blacks faced acquiring
mortgages, as well as their struggles with slumlords, policymakers, and creditors. This
discussion accompanied her focus on mortgages and crediting, and deserves further
consideration. Garnishment is closely related to contract buying of property, and both systems of
debt visited extraordinary economic pain on working-class communities, exacerbating the urban
crisis that Sugrue discussed. In her 2014 book The Working Man’s Reward, historian Elaine
Lewinnek, explained that white Americans throughout the twentieth-century sought to control
urban spaces. According to Lewinnek, white Americans strove to protect what she called “the
mortgages of whiteness,” or their expectation of high property values, which were maintained in
urban areas often at the expense of black homebuyers. Black homebuyers, she continues, were
barred access to the property and mortgage markets white Americans enjoyed.74 Lewinnek
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argued that white Americans living in urban areas worked to protect the mortgages of whiteness
through acts of violence, including bombings and rebellions, as were experienced in Chicago
throughout the early to mid-twentieth-century.
Beryl Satter explained that the two segregated credit markets represented dual, structural
threats to Chicago’s black community. Both created “debt peonage,” as well as represented a
major hindrance to black economic growth. Historian Pete Daniel described debt peonage as a
system of labor relations that was widespread in the South after the Civil War that “practically
reinstituted slavery.”75 Debt peonage allowed a planter or employer to compel a contracted
laborer to work to pay off his debt, which often led to perpetual indebtedness and attachment to
the employer.76 In this same way, contract selling left African Americans almost perpetually in
debt to a contract seller who could easily sell their debt or use it to maintain a steady income.77
Satter explained that “contract selling was another version of a condition that has victimized
African Americans from the sharecropping era to our current subprime mortgage crisis,” which
is unequal access to credit.78 She considered the “obvious common denominator between the
contract sale of property, and the installment sale of smaller items lay in white professionals’
ability to manipulate African Americans’ desperate need for credit.”79 She noted that just like in
small installment sales, during contract buying for housing, units were often sold for inflated
prices with a large down payment. They also had high monthly payments, and, in the event that
the buyer defaulted, the law was on the side of the owner.
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Satter’s view of garnishment and credit predations as akin to peonage is not new concept.
Intellectuals, legal scholars, and consumer advocates of diverse political affiliations in the 1960s
noted the similarities between the current U.S. debt system and the coerced labor systems
preceding it. Legal scholars in the early twentieth-century began referring to garnishment and
wage assignment as a kind of wage slavery or peonage for the borrower. In 1913, Judge Mayer
Sultzberger concluded that Pennsylvanians could not assign their future wages, as it would
violate the Constitution, “because such a pledge or assignment creates a form of peonage or
modified slavery.”80
Otto Kerner, Jr., who previously served as a judge and was well versed in legal opinions
on garnishment, suggested during his first gubernatorial campaign that systems of debt and
collections amounted to a kind of slavery. At a campaign event in Elgin, Illinois, the future
governor enumerated the troubles of the garnished, who he described as unfortunate people
caught up in a system serving the interests of creditors. He lamented the plight of the “unwary”
credit buyer, “the ignorant man,” who was subjected to “a kind of debt slavery,” and “is an
object in which a free enterprise society can take little pride.”81 Sidney Margolius was a
journalist the Washington Post called “the dean of American consumer reporters”82 and whose
syndicated consumer columns were published by scores of trade unions, consumer co-ops, and
credit unions. Margolius reached millions of readers, noting the injustice of garnished workers
laboring for reduced pay. Margolius, a unionist himself, considered that “consumer exploitation
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has to a large extent replaced labor exploitation as the real problem of our times,” and that “in
many cases today we have substituted consumer peonage for labor peonage.”83
In terms of consumer exploitation, which certainly was rampant during the mid-twentieth
century, the garnishment system allowed creditors to force consumers into a situation similar to
peonage. Garnishment required debtors to work to earn the wages to pay down the debt, which,
in a sense, left employee working not just for his employer, but also for the creditor holding
court-ordered access to his wages. Also similar to peonage in garnishments, as we have seen, the
creditor could add on additional charges and fees, thus extending the period of repayment. The
creditor had the power in terms of the repayment and settling of the debt, which often increased
during the collection process. Through her explanations of her father’s legal efforts against
garnishment, Beryl Satter clarifies how garnishment was so coercive because it “nullified in
advance” buyers “right to defend themselves in court.”84 According to Mark Satter, garnishment
hindered a crucial human right—the right to a wage.85 Garnishment was such a coercive and
ubiquitous collections institutions, that large numbers of people could become ensnared in the
same garnishment scam. Satter’s book documented how her father attempted to file class action
lawsuits against creditors to no avail, as the courts argued the buyers did not share a “common
grievance.”86
Satter found that white exploitation of African Americans was a primary cause of the
poverty and deprivation ubiquitous on the South Side. She also made an interesting connection
between unscrupulous creditors unregulated use of garnishment and predatory contract
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arrangement, and the older, more punitive form of credit exploitation popular in the South just a
few decades earlier: sharecropping. Sharecropping was a distinct, agrarian form of credit abuse.
She noted that contract selling, and by extension coercive installment loans accompanying wage
assignment contracts, were versions “of a condition that has victimized African Americans from
the sharecropping era to our current subprime mortgage crisis, namely their lack of equal access
to credit.”87 Satter was not the first author to make this connection. Economist David Caplovitz
noted major similarities between the urban installment loan market and agrarian economies
based around sharecropping in the South. Both debt systems involved “the principle of
continuous indebtedness.”88 Sharecropping relied extensively on contracted black tenants to
plant and harvest crops under the agreement that they were to split the harvest with the planter.
Sharecroppers typically took on a heavy debt burden, however, because they were obligated to
buy the necessities of the agrarian enterprise from the “company store,” or the planter himself.
The author noted that creditors’ relationships in minority communities allowed them to not only
locate delinquent debtors, but also to market their wares to current debtors, keeping them
perpetually indebted in much the same way that sharecroppers were perpetually in debt.89
Other authors have done excellent work on contract buying and the inequitable credit
markets in Chicago. I want to continue this research by considering how garnishment and forms
of credit abuse first started to grow as a problem in Illinois, as well as how creditors used their
influence to develop pro-creditor rules on credit and collections. In the second chapter I will
explore how garnishment particularly affected the black community, and how African Americans
worked to use new regulatory agencies to protect their consumer interests. The third chapter
87
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deals with the effort by community groups and municipal authorities in Chicago to provide some
relief to the garnished, and to push for new garnishment laws in Springfield. The fourth chapter
deals with efforts in the state legislature to reform the law during the late 1950s and throughout
the 1960s. The final chapter explores the national response to garnishment reform.
This project studies how consumers dealt with garnishments. It investigates what
experiences with garnishments were like, as well as a range of additional questions on
garnishment’s role in consumer society. The dissertation considers what sorts of answers to the
garnishment problem were developed during the course of the political debate on garnishment in
the 1950s and 1960. How did garnishment become such a major issue, particularly in Illinois?
How does it yield further insights into systems of oppression in the urban context? Why was
garnishment permitted to continue? The dissertation also considers how consumers attempted to
challenge garnishments. What judicial and non-judicial alternatives did consumers use? The
project additionally examines the effects of garnishment for consumers, and how they worked to
receive relief from garnishment and the worst excesses of the credit industry in Chicago. How
did creditors profit off of garnishments? How did this process diminish workers’ rights? How is
the garnishment problem both a civil rights and a labor rights issue? This dissertation is meant in
part to identify the agency of consumers and debtors though their exhibition in the courtroom
and through their activism in progressive community groups.
I provide new evidence drawing attention to this significant problem in the midtwentieth-century. The interplay between discrimination and the credit industry deserves further
consideration I intend to provide more scholarship on how credit sales were processed
differently in these areas, and to consider the effects of the dual small loan market. Other
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authors have written about the effects of garnishments, and provided good information on the
typical garnished worker. This work, however, is meant to look specifically at Chicago, a
critical hub of consumer credit, and to explain how garnishment grew as a social problem there
in the mid-twentieth-century.
This dissertation seeks to show how much the black press in the city recognized the role
of garnishment and how it disproportionately affected African Americans during this time. This
type of source provided a good journalistic base of analysis of the problem, as well as editorial
writers’ perspectives on garnishments and unique points of view on the issue. The papers of the
Chicago Urban League also yielded valuable information, because this organization conducted
research on the problem at the time and was the community organization arguably the most
engaged on this issue in the city. The newly available Abner Mikva Papers in the Abraham
Lincoln Presidential Library in Springfield, Illinois were of great value as well. Mikva was a
labor liberal whose contact with unions provided the first basis for an enduring interest in the
issue. As Illinois state representative, he persistently pushed for garnishment and credit reforms
throughout his time in the state legislature during the early to mid-1960s. In particular, he strove
to improve conditions for Illinois consumers, who he knew were especially at financial risk due
to the state’s punitive garnishment provisions.90 Before serving as a representative in the state
legislature, Mikva was contracted by the United Steelworkers Union to serve as lawyer on
retainer for the union. In this role, he also provided legal advice to steelworkers, coming in once
a week to a Chicago union hall to provide legal assistance.91 Mikva’s papers provided extensive
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background on the legislative wrangling over garnishment law in Springfield during this time, as
well as the contemporary legal debates on garnishment.

Critical review of this problem in Chicago is especially timely considering the long
history of housing abuses, segregation, and employment discrimination in the city has been given
careful analysis. The city’s unique credit system and garnishment practices have not received as
much attention. Garnishment also is crucial to our understandings of debt systems, and the role
of the state in maintaining economic systems. Chicago serves as an excellent case study of the
garnishment problem, because of the severity of its credit abuses and the callousness of Illinois'
garnishment laws. Chicago’s garnishment woes were played out in urban areas throughout the
country, because most states permitted garnishment. Chicago’s changing racial demographics
made it one of the worst cities for credit users, because of the strong presence of discriminatory
credit operators in communities undergoing racial transition and widespread poverty in racially
segregated communities intensifying the need for credit.

CHAPTER 1: CHICAGO AND THE RISE OF THE NEW DEBT ECONOMY
In 1956, editors from the Nation’s Business Magazine,1 the U.S. Chamber of Commerce
publication, interviewed William Cheyney. Cheyney was an executive at the National
Foundation for Consumer Credit. He was part of a cadre of intellectuals working in the credit
industry publishing books and articles that lauded the expansion of credit. These same
publications rejected credit regulations. As levels of credit rose to unprecedented levels in the
1950s, the Nation’s Business’ editors were eager to get Cheyney’s perspective on whether the
surge of credit was cause for alarm, and if regulating it could hinder business growth in the
upcoming decade. Cheyney quickly dismissed the first question, asserting that the consumer was
rapidly paying back loans and that most people using credit had the means to pay off their debts.
Cheyney reminded readers that rising credit sales helped to secure the “tremendous prosperity
we are enjoying,” because it expanded the pool of potential consumers.2 Even though credit
grew rapidly throughout the early to mid-1950s, Cheyney predicted that future levels of credit
would stabilize, rising in “direct relationship to the increase in total disposable income of the
American people.”3 Cheyney pointed to one clear danger for the American economy regarding
rising levels of credit—the threat of government regulation. Regulation could “affect drastically
the size of the consumer demand or the consumer market.”4
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Cheyney was expressing at the national level the insider’s secret: those who managed the
system sought to prevent government interference in what could be characterized from a
different perspective as a debt, not a credit, system. Cheyney knew that the U.S. system was full
of a number alternative systems tried at the state level. Most credit and debt collection
procedures had long been regulated primarily by state statutes, with some federal guidelines
privileging credit industry interests. All major decisions on credit, at both the federal-level and
the state-level, were made with the help of powerful retail and banking interests. This was
particularly the case in Illinois. There was negligible attention to the pain of wage earners who
became part of the cycle of indebtedness. Since the New Deal, the federal government had
promoted credit expansion, treating its citizens as part of a system of Keynesian expansion of the
market’s wonders. The government gave incentives and encouragement to become part of a
growing national economy that placed more credit and consumer goods within the reach of its
citizens. But it was still at the state level that many of the rules were made. In Illinois, the
state’s consumer credit culture permitted risky credit arrangements and intrusive collections
procedures that were carefully preserved over the years by creditors and their lobbyists in
Springfield and Washington.
A handful of Illinois policy critics and scholars during this time explored and critiqued
the key labor and economic implications of modern garnishment at the state level. Their
considerations helped contextualize garnishment in the twentieth-century, which was used most
often to collect payments for small installment loans. The Institute of Labor and Industrial
Relations at the University of Illinois funded the explorations into this factor of working-class
life. This institute was financed by unions, and focused on key issues of concern to labor and
management relations. In 1958, Francis Rush, Jr., a graduate student at the institute, described
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the garnishment transaction in “Assignment, Garnishment, and Consumer Credit in Illinois.” His
insights put a different kind of punitive framing on an old argument in the labor movement:
garnishment involved theft of workers’ wages. That distinguished this debt collection
mechanism. Moreover, Rush noted garnishment removes the worker from the transaction, taking
it instead from the worker’s employer, not from the workers himself. Rush seemed to emphasize
that it made the worker invisible, without standing.1
Most discussions of garnishment erased this essential understanding to focus on the lack
of education. Popular discussions questioned why a worker would agree to buy something they
could not afford; others focused on the consumption aspect of the transaction. But Rush was
emphasizing what critics of the system had long argued—that this was an arrangement
specifically targeting wage earners. The taking of their wages in a class-based debt-collection
system was akin to wage peonage, where climbing out, once enmeshed, was very difficult.
Garnishment was initiated by a local magistrate attaching a debtor’s wages; the plaintiff
simply had to prove that the borrower was in default.2 A garnishment could be issued for any
type of claim. The obligation to garnish did not occur solely out of late installment payments,
but could also arise “out of a tort action or any type of claim” filed by a plaintiff. During the
mid-twentieth-century, garnishments were initiated most often for loan defaults.3
Wage assignments were utilized by creditors during this time to demonstrate the
existence of a debt. Wage assignments were the actual contract the buyer was compelled to sign
by the creditor at the point of sale, enabling garnishment of the buyer’s wages if default
1
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occurred. The wage assignment affidavit had two key components: one explaining why the
plaintiff initiated the garnishment, with the facts of the case included, the other denoting the total
amount due to the lender.5 Wage assignment contracts acted as a “confession of judgment” by
the debtor, and were often called “wage assignment forms.” These judgments permitted the
creditor to garnish a worker’s wages in the event of a default on a single loan payment.6 A
confession of judgment or cognovit note is an acknowledgment by the defendant that claims
made by the plaintiff are valid. By signing the confession of judgment, the debtor relinquished
their due process rights to a hearing before the court could enter an adverse judgment.7 The
signed judgment also waived notice of the court action, and obligated the purchaser to pay all
attorney’s fees and court costs. The creditor, who had the judgment in his possession, “sends his
own attorney to court to represent both himself and the debtor.”8
Garnishment had been experienced by countless numbers of working-class in Illinois
since the nineteenth century. Merchants in Chicago utilized the wage assignment contract
frequently throughout the twentieth-century. It provided the judicial enforcement necessary for a
creditor to quickly and discreetly collect on a debtors’ wages. Debtors, whose wages were
garnished in this way, typically did not know of the decision until receiving their first reduced
paycheck, or no paycheck at all.9
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Garnishment defined the credit relations and day-to-day retail transactions for goods
bought on installment plans in U.S. urban centers. The unfairness of the collections system was
played out in scenes occurring daily in Chicago. Buyers were approached by peddlers selling
their wares on the street, or were attracted to stores advertising cheap credit terms for
merchandise bought on installment. Before finalizing a purchase, the customer was required to
sign the wage assignment contract, allowing their wages to be garnished following delinquent
payment. A creditor need only produce a valid wage assignment to a judge for a delinquent debt.
The judge then authorized the garnishment of the debtor's future wages.10 Buyers were rarely
informed that part of their wages was going to be withheld. Signing the wage assignment
contract meant the buyer’s wages were security for loans under this system. In order for a wage
assignment to be valid in court, it had to; be signed by the employee; include the date of
purchase and payment due dates; delineate clearly the rate of interest; list the total amount loaned
or the prices of the items sold; and contain the name of the buyer’s employer. Additionally, a
copy of the wage assignment had to be given to the wage earner and the words “WAGE
ASSIGNMENT” had to be clearly printed across the top of the form.11 These limited legal
requirements allowed creditors in Illinois a high degree of latitude and were used extensively in
low-income communities throughout the twentieth-century. This particular debt collection
device, however, had a much earlier, medieval antecedent.
Garnishment originated during the Middle Ages, and was first used by the English to
collect on deficient debts. The term garnishment comes from the old Norman-French term
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‘garnir,’ which is ‘to warn.’

12

Garnishments were a method to collect on a debt from a third

party, and the warning was to the third party or garnishee. Privilidgia Londini (1723), a
collection of English statutes, noted that the third party was “warned not to pay the money, but to
appear and answer the plaintiff’s suit.”13 Garnishment in England came from the Medieval
practice of attachment, which “did not spread to other jurisdictions, and by the nineteenthcentury had fallen into some disrepute,”14 As a result, it was not used all that often because
many assets were protected from attachment.15
However, garnishment was revived in the nineteenth-century by English judicial
authorities wishing to expand the institution. In 1853, the English Commissioners in the
Supreme Court of Common Law issued a report suggesting that a creditor could “attach debts
and monies of his debtor in the hands of third persons.”16 The commissioners wrote that
garnishment, which has antecedents from the Medieval era, was previously used by “writs of
execution at the suit of the Crown.”17 However, the practice was not used extensively prior the
nineteenth-century, because only a limited number of assets could be seized by creditors. The
commissioners’ 1853 report explained that the practice of garnishment should be modified for
the modern era and should encompass all property and securities including “cheques, bills of
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exchange, promissory notes, bonds, specialties, and securities for money.” This would enable
creditors to more easily recover owed income.18
In the United States, during the Industrial Era, American credit merchants modified the
practice, shaping it into its modern incarnation we recognize today. With the rise of an industrial
economy in the United States, garnishment was increasingly utilized by merchants and lenders in
the states during the nineteenth and early twentieth-century as a means to guarantee repayment
for retail goods bought on installment. Garnishment rules were developed by each of the states
as statutory provisions. Each state developed their own regulations, and so even to this day
American garnishment laws are a diverse and complicated patchwork of provisions.19
In Illinois, from the 1870s to the 1930s, legislators enacted laws on contracts that were
exceptionally pro-creditor and anti-worker. By the 1930s, Illinois had some of the most procreditor collections laws nationwide. These provisions made credit more available in Illinois,
because creditors were assured outstanding loans would be paid back one way or another. They
were also free to charge exorbitant additional charges for fees in comparison to most other
states.20 Economists Bradley and Elizabeth Hansen, in their 2012 study on the relationship
between rising bankruptcy rates and garnishment, described pro-creditor state collections laws as
those that “did not appear to leave enough to support the average wage earner’s family” after
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garnishment occurred.

21

The working families’ loss was the creditors’ gain, and pro-creditor

collections laws imposed during the early twentieth-century helped to make Chicago an
important center of the credit industry, and for bankruptcy, as well.
Illinois creditors' use of garnishment as a means to access workers' wages enriched
Illinois small loan lenders, but caused a marked increase in bankruptcies. According to the
Hansens’ study, states with minimal protections from garnishments, such as Illinois, experienced
considerably more bankruptcies than states imposing more rigorous protections from
garnishments for debtors. Economist Irving Michelman called Illinois the “cradle-state of
unregulated lending,”22 while sociologist Earl Edward Eubank depicted Chicago as “a happy
hunting ground” for creditors due to the wide-latitude given to creditors and the growing
consumer demand for credit.23 Even by the end of the nineteenth-century, Chicago was an
important retail hub. It became home to the nation’s first mail-order business, which was
founded in 1872 by Aaron Montgomery Ward, who soon began selling items on installment.24
Economist Rosa-Maria Gelpi noted that Chicago rose as “the symbolic capital of modern
consumer credit” in the mid nineteenth-century, and that most sales were from retail
purchases.25 Chicago was a beacon of credit, due to the huge volume of credit made available
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by Chicago creditors developing the Midwest and Western states during America’s westward
expansion.26
The vast amounts of money to be made from the sale of goods on credit made it a highstakes business in Chicago. Illinois creditors throughout the nineteenth-century, and into the
1930s, pushed pro-creditor collections laws with incredible zeal, bringing them into conflict with
labor activists struggling to protect workers’ incomes. They additionally clashed with
manufacturing establishments wanting to minimize employers’ roles in the debt collection
process. The struggle between labor and credit groups over garnishment during this time is due
to the extensive use of garnishment primarily against the working-class. It almost exclusively
targeted low wage earners. Unions in Illinois attempted to use the courts to litigate the practice
out of existence, arguing that workers' future earnings were their property and therefore were
protected from seizure by lenders. They also fought this issue in the Illinois legislature. Illinois
lenders argued that workers had the right to do what they wanted with their wages, and that the
practice was fair and necessary for protection of their investments. Businesses employing large
numbers of low-wage workers were also at the center of the political and legal battles over
garnishment, having a vested stake in the policy debates over garnishment. Employers were
responsible for processing their employees’ garnishment paperwork and withholding workers’
garnished wages on behalf of creditors. During the nineteenth and early twentieth-century, retail
and credit groups fought with labor unions and businesses over the wage exemptions that were
part of all state garnishment law. Retail and credit groups wanted to maximize on their right to
collect delinquent debts. Unions wanted to protect their members from undue hardships caused
by garnishment. Manufacturers wanted to minimize their role in the debt collection practice,
26
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which required their participation.

The division between Chicago’s financing and

manufacturing sectors on the garnishment issue helped workers mitigate some excesses of the
garnishment system, because employers proved themselves to be powerful advocates for reforms
ultimately serving their interests.
Illinois business interests employing large numbers of low-wage workers were an
unlikely, yet important ally in workers' struggles against garnishment. During the late
nineteenth-century, the proponents of increased restrictions on garnishments intensively lobbied
in Springfield to increase state wage exemptions for garnishments.28 Chicago-area
manufacturers and railroad companies aggressively lobbied to increase the state wage exemption
further throughout the 1870s. In 1879, they successfully doubled the amount protected from
garnishment to $50.29 Businesses viewed garnishment as a nuisance, because it required them to
devote significant resources to process garnishment claims. If they chose to challenge the
garnishment in court, they were forced to travel sometimes long distances to attend garnishment
proceedings. These proceedings only added to their involvement in a practice in which they
wanted no participation. During the nineteenth-century, labor and manufacturing interests
actually found themselves on the same side of this issue, and together were initially somewhat
successful in their campaign against Illinois garnishment. The first wage exemption for
garnishment was passed in 1872, protecting up to $25 of a wage earner’s pay from being subject
to garnishment. In other words, only $25 of the workers' take-home pay was not accessible to
creditors through garnishment.30 Not only did they litigate the issue in court, but employers
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often attempted to help workers claim exemptions from garnishments as a way of resisting the
collections device.
The Illinois Supreme Court upheld the legality of the wage exemption legislation,
concluding that the intent of the 1872 legislation protected consumers, maintaining a pro-worker
approach to the garnishment problem during the 1870s and 1880s. In 1875, the state supreme
court ruled that employees could acquire their wages as they became available, therefore, “as
long as the amount owed to the employee at any one time did not exceed $25, garnishment was
never possible.”31 Employees and employers collaborated during this time to ensure that wages
were paid in $25 installments or less, enabling employees to benefit fully from the exemption
law. In 1877, the Illinois Supreme Court ruled that employers were obligated to determine
which employees were eligible for the wage exemption, and to then assert the exemption;
employers failing to assert their employees’ legitimate wage exemption could be liable for any
financial losses experienced by the wage earner.32
By the 1880s and 1890s, creditors and retailers, dissatisfied with their losses in the recent
legal and policy debates on garnishment, worked to organize themselves into trade groups.
Collectively, they soon experienced more legislative and legal successes in their campaign to
acquire more garnishing power through Illinois’ collections laws.33 Commercial associations
representing a variety of different types of credit merchants organized themselves at the end of
the nineteenth-century. Their intent was to overturn what they considered to be unjust wage
exemptions, effectively protecting countless workers from financial losses due to garnishments.
George Sherer, the president of the Illinois Grocers and Merchants Association, addressed the
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annual meeting of the Illinois Pharmaceutical Association in 1896, explaining to the drug sellers
that they shared the same interests in the state’s garnishment debate as the retailers and creditors
attempting to repeal current state wage exemptions. Sherer urged the assembled to act on these
shared interests, exclaiming that “now is the time for every active retail merchant in the state to
make his personal influence felt in the matter of personal interest to himself.” Bemoaning the
“hardship” for creditors and retailers under the current collections regime, Sherer wrote that “not
more than one in one hundred of the debtors have more than 50 dollars due at one time.” In
other words, the Illinois Supreme Court’s decision to protect the exemptions was successfully
protecting a majority of borrowers from garnishment; however, creditors wanted what they
considered to be their fair share of workers’ wages. As Sherer said at the meeting, they wanted
“justice.”34
Soon, the trade groups pushed for legislation allowing them to garnish all wages over $8
a week, putting them into conflict with Illinois unions that objected to the draconian wage
exemption proposal.35 In spite of unions’ best efforts, the so-called “grocer’s bill” passed in
1897. Governor Tanner, who signed the bill, was excoriated by union leaders wanting to
increase the exemption, and by 1901, labor groups led by the Chicago Federation of Labor
successfully raised the wage exemption to $15.36
During the early twentieth-century, the borrowing public was increasingly threatened by
usurious small loan lenders and loan sharks dominating the small loan industry at this time.
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These groups cast a pall of illegitimacy over the industry.

37

Due to the nature of the loan

industry, and their reputation in the first quarter of the twentieth-century, much of the American
public was not sold on the idea of using credit. Creditors were placed under a high degree of
scrutiny in the court of public opinion, and average consumers balked at the over-usage of
credit.38 Legitimate creditors, not seeing any profitability in the small loan industry, tended to
abstain from selling credit in large volumes.39 In addition to genuine concerns about the type of
people selling credit, many consumers took a conservative approach to credit, spurning its overusage. Avoiding credit use was thought to be a virtue during this time, much in the same way
frugality was considered a virtue. During this early period in the history of credit use, borrowing
had a social stigma attached to it. Some people believed borrowing made one a spendthrift, and
many credit operators’ low morals and strong-arm practices encouraged moral condemnation of
the commodity and its salesmen.40
Loan sharks, who flagrantly ignored usury laws41 and charged obscene costs for loans,
made tremendous profits by increasing the cost of the loan for the consumer to “offset the risk
that the debt would not be repaid.”42 News reports from Chicago prior to the reforms highlighted
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the difficulties faced by workers who sometimes paid up to 400 percent interest for loans.

43

In

an era before credit ratings and consumers’ business practice surveillance, loan sharks reasoned
that “the interest rate had to cover the risk of the loan, and without information, the risk was
always high.”44 Because there was no legal mechanism available to compel the borrower to
repay their loan, an illegal loan in the first place, loan sharks argued that charging high interest
rates protected their return on investment potential. Small loan lenders also innovated by
typically compelling borrowers to sign wage assignment forms; this gave them the legal grounds
for case law. With the contracts, they could easily apply usurious charges. The public’s
attention soon shifted to a focus on wage assignments and limiting their use by unscrupulous
lenders.45
Wage assignments allowed borrowers to use their future wages as a kind of property or
collateral for loans and were the subject of intense controversy in states throughout the country,
and in Illinois. At the outset of the twentieth-century, a flurry of legislation and court rulings on
wage assignments soon led to the development of the legal device into a more punitive and
efficacious debt collection instrument. Progressive Era legal scholars and organizations,
however, worked to minimize the effects of wage assignment. Judge Edward Dunne, who sat on
the Circuit Court in Cook County, launched his own personal campaign to eliminate the practice
during this time. Dunne considered that working people “as a group” were unfairly affected by
garnishments and wage assignments, and that they “needed special protection.”46 Jurists during
this time were split in two. Some felt that workers had a constitutional right to choose to assign
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their wages as collateral for loans, while others, like Judge Dunne, felt that wage assignments
violated workers’ Thirteenth Amendment right prohibiting involuntary servitude. Judge Dunne
made this argument in a bankruptcy case called Mallin v. Wenham, where he discharged the
wage assignment debt held by Charles Wenham against James Mallin. In this case, Mallin had
assigned his future wages for a period of ten years. Judge Dunne ruled that this wage
assignment, and all wages assignments, was invalid. Dunne considered that if a wage earner
could assign his wages for ten years, the borrower could assign them for life, and thus the
Thirteenth Amendment would be “rendered meaningless.”47 Judge Dunne clearly witnessed how
credit worked differently for poor people, and he attempted to provide some protections to the
poor. But soon, in 1904, the Illinois Supreme Court overturned his sweeping ruling on wage
assignments.48
The Illinois Supreme Court insisted that the 1898 Bankruptcy Act did not protect secured
debts, such as mortgages. The Court reasoned that wage assignments put a lien on future wages,
and was therefore also secured and not dischargeable in bankruptcy cases. This ruling made
Illinois’ collections regime much more punitive than those that were in place in most other states,
where, for example, bankruptcy discharges applied to wage assignments.49 In 1905, the General
Assembly passed legislation imposing severe state regulations on the use of wage assignments;
including requiring spouses to sign the wage assignment contract, stipulating that they be in
writing, and also signed by a Justice of the Peace. The wage assignment legislation also
stipulated that usurious wage assignment loans were void, however, the Illinois Supreme Court
quickly rejected the radical solution to the wage assignment problem imposed by the legislature.
47
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In 1908, the Illinois Supreme Court demonstrated its unquestioning support for the
practice of wage assignment in Massie v Cessna, overturning the recent restrictions imposed on
the practice of wage assignment.50 In the Massie v. Cessna case, Perry Massie, an employee at
the Chicago Inter Ocean Newspaper, borrowed $25 from Charles Cessna, a small loan lender in
Chicago. Massie additionally sued for an injunction to prevent Cessna from collecting his
wages, claiming that the transaction was usurious and never recorded by a Justice of the Peace.51
The attorney for the creditors argued, however, that the law cited by Massie was unconstitutional
on the grounds that it violated the state’s due process clause. He argued that the state had no
right to tell workingmen how to use their earnings. Justice Frank Dunn, who wrote the majority
opinion for the case, insisted that the recently passed wage assignment law was simply class
legislation benefiting one class of people: it did not provide for equal protection under the law.
In other words, the courts accepted that the issue was about protecting the wages of working
people, but that the restrictions on wage assignments were deemed invalid as limitations on wage
assignments unduly restricted workers' individual freedoms.
Other states’ high courts accepted that wage assignments deprived workers of wages, and
that regulating usurious wage assignment loans was within the legitimate police powers of the
state. Legislatures in Indiana, Missouri, Ohio, Massachusetts, and Texas passed similar
legislation restricting wage assignments. This legislation was then upheld in their high courts by
judges reasoning that wage earners were harmed by usurious wage assignment loans, and that
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violating the sanctity of the wage assignment contract, and voiding the loan, was permissible if
the loan was usurious.52

Usury was a social evil that reformers in the Progressive Era were intent on stamping out.
It drained the finances of the poor and enriched loan sharks, who by that time had cornered the
small loan market, besmirching the business of small loan lending with their prominence in it.53
With the passage of additional reform legislation on credit, casually called the Loan Shark Law,
small loan lenders in Illinois found themselves operating in a business atmosphere permitting the
widespread use of wage assignments. The reform made an environment increasingly
inhospitable to loan sharks, who previously dominated the industry. Progressive reformers
considered that the poor's inability to acquire affordable credit exacerbated their financial
problems, driving them to seek credit from loan sharks. Thus, reformers looked for ways to
effectively alter the small loan market by making credit more affordable to stimulate increased
working-class credit use. The main organization responsible for advancing the reforms was the
Russell Sage Foundation. Established in 1907 with money from the estate of the late Wall Street
banker, the RSF served as a "clearinghouse for information" on credit and consumption in the
U.S. In addition to a broader set of research-based social reform policy initiatives, the RSF led
the way to address the problems of credit selling in the early twentieth-century. It sought
legislative changes nationwide to push loan sharks out of the small loan industry.54 In 1916,
Arthur Ham, the director of the Russell Sage Foundation’s Department of Remedial Loans,
called a conference made up of bankers to decide upon an augmented, universal, maximum rate
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The goal for the conference was to attract bankers to the consumer

credit field by agreeing on a rate of interest that was high enough to make a profit, but still lower
than the laughable rates offered by loan sharks. The conference attendees agreed that 3.5 percent
interest a month was sufficient for small loans of less than $300.56 At the conference, the
bankers drafted a legislative package including legislative language requiring state licensing for
small loan companies, resolving to have the RSF push these legislative remedies called Uniform
Small Loan Laws or loan shark laws, nationwide.57

The reforms were so popular that a coalition of elite groups lined up to support the
Uniform Small Loan legislation, including scores of community organizations; the Chicago
Association of Commerce; the United Charities of Chicago;58 and the Chicago Legal Aid
Society.59 The Uniform Small Loan Laws rapidly spread throughout the country, and by the end
of the 1920s, twenty-two states enacted similar laws. 60 Higher interest rates for loans pushed
loan sharks out of this industry by allowing legitimate creditors to participate and profit. By the
early twentieth-century, more and more reputable, licensed lenders, including personal finance
companies, credit unions, and even commercial banks, were beginning to see the profitability of
loaning credit to consumers.61 The Progressive-Era reforms pushed loan sharks out of the
lending industry, but they did not eliminate wage assignments. They did, however, serve their
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intended purpose of leading to more working-class credit sales, and with increasing public
utilization of credit, wage assignments rose dramatically after the World War I era.

In the 1920s, credit-use increased significantly in the United States. Prior to the decade,
credit was used sparingly, and debt represented only a small portion of a consumer’s income. At
a time when retail sales first assumed an indispensable role in the U.S. economy,62 between 1900
and 1920, debt represented only about 4 to 6 percent of Americans’ income, but during the
1920’s it rose to nearly 10 percent.63 Automobiles were the first durable item to be sold in large
numbers to the U.S. public on credit. The sale of automobiles revitalized the credit industry,
which was financing increasing sales of other durable and non-durable goods.64 The sale of
automobiles on credit was such a profitable business that General Motors established its own
financing subsidiary called General Motors Acceptance Company in 1919. Between 1919 and
1963, the company financed over 43 million automobiles, or an average of one million cars a
year during this time.65 Augmented credit sales were partly due to the booming economy, but
also a result of changing opinions on credit in the 1920s, making it more socially acceptable to
borrow. During the “roaring twenties,” households saved less and, in the words of economist
Rosa Maria-Gelpi, it “became more respectable” to be in debt during this time, even for
consumers of modest means. The public's altered perceptions of credit spurred on automobiles
sales, which were largely financed by credit. According to Maria-Gelpi, “to borrow ceased to be
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an indication of poverty, or credulity when it was generalized in order to buy a luxury item, a
car.”66

As public perception of credit improved during the 1920s, the credit industry was
changing, and coming into its modern form. After the early twentieth-century, consumers' use of
credit would ebb and flow, but it continually expanded even after periods of restrained credit
usage, such as the Depression-era. Large companies specializing in consumer loans offered
credit on an industrial scale. In Illinois, a number of different types of lenders offered a variety
of forms of credit during this time, which were regulated differently depending on the particular
class of creditor. For example, personal finance companies, also known as small loan
companies, operated under the Small Loan Act and were authorized to make loans of up to $800.
Loans over this amount were governed by a different set of state regulations specifically for large
loans. Consumer finance companies owned the lion’s share of American working-class
consumers’ debts, issuing the most garnishments on the same.67 Consumer finance companies
could be large industrial credit operations owning millions in consumer credit debt, or small
storefront operations with only several thousand dollars in credit loans.68 By the end of the
1950s, consumer finance companies owned over $3.3 billion in consumer debt by U.S.
consumers.69 Small loan companies guaranteed loans by relying extensively on wage
garnishment in the event of a default by the borrower, first appearing in Chicago in the 1870s.70
The loans were usually small and paid on a weekly basis.
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The Household Finance Corporation was the first corporate chain of small loan
companies, quickly enlarging its market share in the small loan business. As early as 1907, New
York City had around 70 small loan offices, while Chicago had over 100 Household Finance
Company offices.71 HFC was a direct beneficiary of the recent USLL changes easing loan
sharks out of the small loan industry, and it claimed to have a hand in drafting the laws.72 HFC
was formerly an unlicensed lender, just like the loan sharks were. Small loan companies like
HFC made huge amounts of money by selling credit secured with wage assignments. According
to the Department of Financial Institutions in Illinois, Illinois small loan companies made
300,252 loans secured by wage assignments in 1956 for a total of $78.4 million.73 By the midtwentieth-century, individual small loan companies had long since replaced loan sharks as the
major credit merchants, attaching increasing amounts of workers' wages to guarantee credit sales.

Sales Finance Companies held a large amount of debt by the mid-twentieth-century. This
type of credit operation secured debts by buying it at a discount74 directly from urban retail
merchants, car dealerships, and consumer finance companies.75 This class of creditors purchased
sales finance paper for large durable items, such as automobiles, and non-durables, such as
clothing. However, sales finance companies were also known to make small installment loans
directly. For statistical purposes, the Federal Reserve classified sales finance companies as firms
having “more than half of its consumer receivables in sales finance paper,” meaning these
companies had to have most of their business dedicated to buying consumer debt to be licensed
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as a sales finance company.

76

In a survey of ten of the largest sales finance companies in the

country in 1959, one economist found that these firms collectively owned over $10 billion in
debt, and “held 83 percent of the automobile paper of all sales finance companies.” A handful of
companies were already beginning to enlarge their market share at the expense of smaller
firms.77

Credit use fell slightly during the Depression-era, but Americans continued to purchase
goods on credit with future unearned wages as collateral. It was the working-class’ ability to use
wage assignments that allowed low-income wage earners the ability to also participate in the
industrial-consumer economy with the use of credit. In a report for the Bureau of Labor
Statistics written by economists Rolf Nugent and Frances Jones, the authors identified the
seriousness of debt collection for industrial workers. The Commissioner of the Bureau of Labor
Statistics wrote in the Preface of the agency’s 1936 report on wage assignment debt, that
assignment was essential to economic growth, and that “our entire industrial system is now
geared to a volume of activity that could not be maintained on a cash basis alone.”78 Using wage
execution as a blanket term for both garnishments and wage assignments, the authors of the
report explained that the growth in wage executions was an expanding problem at industrial
firms nationwide. Of the reporting firms from May 1, 1933-April 30, 1934, “the rate of wage
executions was 80 per 1,000 employees.”79 Therefore, government officials accepted that some
debt was essential for renewed economic growth, and that wage execution, while unpleasant, was
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needed to guarantee continued economic growth in an economy that was increasingly reliant on
credit.

The rate of wage executions in Chicago was even higher than the national average, due to
Illinois’ pro-creditor collections laws. In just six reporting industrial firms, together employing
over 11,000 employees, the personnel were subjected to 1,881 wage executions at a rate of 159
per 1,000 employees.80 Other industrial cities in neighboring states, such as Indiana, Wisconsin,
and Missouri, imposing stricter regulations on garnishment and wage assignments did not
experience a dramatic increase in wage executions during the war years. In Indianapolis, with
four firms reporting, there were no wage executions reported; among 3 large firms in
Minneapolis reporting, there was a rate 27 wage executions per 1000 employees; and in
reporting firms in St. Louis, there was a rate of 5 wage executions for every 1,000 employees.81
Jones and Nugent indicated that Illinois was a state with “severe” rules on wage executions,
placing a heavy burden on Illinois consumers. Other states’ debt collection policies, on the other
hand, were described as “limited and generally ineffective.”82 Illinois also had the distinction of
being home to the factory with the third-most wage executions of any of the reporting firms. A
meatpacking plant in Chicago reported that its workers experienced wage executions at a rate of
484 per 1,000 employees.83

Loans secured by wage assignments issued by licensed small loan lenders increased
throughout the Second World War, and even more in the postwar era. In 1939, licensed small
loan lenders in Illinois issued $11 million dollars in loans secured by wage assignments, and by
80
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1947, the amount of such loans tripled in number.

84

These loans represented nearly a quarter of

the total amount of outstanding non-mortgage loans issued in that year, an increase of more than
ten percent from 1939.85 Particularly in U.S. cities during the post-World War II era, wage
assignment functioned as a viable guarantee for small loans at little cost to the retailer.
Merchants could dispense with a credit check, or an extensive review of the borrower’s character
as the credit terms sufficiently secured the debt, resulting in increasingly available credit to
people who otherwise might be considered poor credit risks.86
Following the 1920s and into the 1950s, available volumes of consumer credit increased
radically. By the Second World War, some economists began calling for additional regulations
to control the consumer credit markets due to fears of inflation, the widespread use of
exploitative “nonstandard contracts,” and increasing numbers of consumers using credit.87 The
Russell Sage Foundation again led the call for new regulations, now again with an aim toward
rationalizing the system, due to fears of a rise in inflation. During the Great Depression,
consumer credit sales dropped rapidly. Between 1929 and 1933, volumes of credit fell by 50
percent, yet during the Second World War, volumes sold increased markedly.88 Inflation had
risen dramatically during World War I, and many economists during the Second World War
raised concerns that as factories retooled, shifting to war production, costs for consumer goods
would surge due to a drop in supply. RSF economists reasoned that one way to minimize
demand and prices for goods was to reduce consumers’ use of credit by lowering the amount of
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credit people were able to buy. Rolf Nugent and Leon Henderson, who both worked in the
Remedial Loan Department of the RSF, called for more protections for credit users in a number
of articles89 and books during the Second World War. In 1939, Nugent published Consumer
Credit and Economic Stability, in which he called for increased regulation of the “terms of credit
sales” by the Federal Reserve Bank to bring stability to the credit market.90 By the Second
World War era, Keynesian economists were intent on regulating the credit industry; not
primarily to protect consumers from unfair credit practices, but to stave off inflation and
maintain steady economic growth.
Officials at the Federal Reserve Bank were supportive of the RSF reform proposals,
because they would lead to additional regulatory jurisdictions for the Federal Reserve in the area
of consumer credit regulation and potentially stave off a calamitous rise in inflation. At the start
of American involvement in the war in 1941, Federal regulators quickly worked to establish a
new policy to regulate credit called Regulation W.91 President Roosevelt authorized the Federal
Reserve to develop the regulations “under a contorted reading of the 1917 Trading with the
Enemy Act,”92 which gave the president authority to regulate credit during wartime.93 The new
Fed rules authorized it to regulate the amount and terms of credit borrowing for all installment
sales below $1,000, including the minimum down payment and maximum contract length, with
all goods requiring a down payment of at least 15-33 percent of the total cost of the item.94
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Economists and government officials were concerned that the wartime inflation rate might rise as
U.S. factories retooled and began shifting to war production, believing prices would inevitably
surge as store’s inventories of consumer goods fell.95 The Fed cultivated the support of business
groups as it developed limited, new regulations emphasizing inspection and regulation, while
avoiding imprisonment or application of criminal charges for credit violations.96 In fact, the Fed
relied on the “good faith” of business groups to voluntarily comply with the new rules, because
the agency lacked the staff needed to effectively enforce the credit regulations.97 The new rules
successfully limited average consumers credit options, and consumer debt fell from a peak of
$2.4 billion in 1941 to $455 million by 1945.98 However, it led business to develop a new form
of credit that could not be regulated under the current rules.
Soon, banks, in an attempt to avoid additional federal regulations on their small loan
businesses, developed revolving credit: a form of credit that “combined interest charges and
flexibility,” and could not be effectively regulated by the federal government.99 In this form of
credit, consumers paid back a fixed loan over time with interest. This form of credit was
different than an open book account, because there was no contract involved. Yet it had a
specific end date at which point the borrower would no longer be in debt.100 In this form of
credit, repossession was impossible, because the credit was “unsecured by the goods
themselves.”101 With increasing regularity, retailers and bankers offered this new type of credit
to consumers, because it was beyond the purview of Regulation W. Out of regulation came a
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new form of credit account marketed to middle and upper class consumers, particularly by
department stores. This type of credit was not subject to wage executions and expanded the
spectrum of credit available to those in the upper class stratum. Revolving credit, which was
marketed almost exclusively to elites, was a distinct type protected from wage assignments
because no contract was involved. Working-class consumers, on the other hand, witnessed a
dramatic fall in the lines of credit available. Some people considered Regulation W to be
paternalistic, because it forced the working-class to accept curbs on their financing options for
the greater good. By the end of the war, creditors and retailers wanted a renewed rise in credit
sales, and encouraged a rolling back of Regulation W. Big Business was less in favor of
voluntary compliance by this point, as at war’s end, the public was eager to spend.
The years after World War II led to a consumer spending frenzy, as Americans’ “pent up
demand” for consumer goods was finally unleashed, and rising volumes of available credit made
nearly any products or services attainable. 102 By the late 1950s, nearly half of American
families owed money on installment debt, or had used consumer credit to purchase products on
installment.103 Between 1950 and 1960, Americans’ purchases of consumer durable goods and
residential construction increased dramatically. The Chicago Daily News adroitly analyzed the
situation by noting “ours is a credit economy.”104 The article noted that “without installment
buying and loans of various kinds, business and consumer alike would suffer,” and that “honest
sellers and buyers find easy credit not merely an advantage but a necessity” to continue income
growth.105
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Rising consumer use of credit led to even more garnishments during the post-World War
II era. The toll on working-class families was visible in the courts that were packed with
garnishment cases. The Municipal Court of Chicago was so overloaded by the rising numbers of
garnishment cases that it had to reconsider its judicial procedures to accommodate the
augmented caseload in the early 1960s. In 1961, the amount of cases was approximately 4,000
per month; by 1964 that projection increased to 6,000 per month, amounting to what one
municipal official called “a heavy burden on our overworked court system.”106 Throughout the
1960s, the number of garnishments issued by the Chicago Municipal Court consistently rose. In
1966, the small claims court issued 84,513 garnishments, “15% more than in 1964, and 72%
more than in 1961.”107 The majority of these garnishment claims were due to defaults on
consumer credit loans, while available volumes of credit were rapidly rising throughout the
twentieth-century, causing significant social and economic problems due to rising garnishments
and bankruptcies.
Abner Mikva knew about the pain that came from the garnishment problems coming
from extending credit to the working poor. As a lawyer, Mikva provided legal assistance to the
United Steelworkers Union in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Mikva also worked to reform
garnishment legislation in Illinois in the early 1960s, describing the legal bind that wage earners
who defaulted on contract purchases experienced.108 Mikva told an interviewer in 1996 that
garnished workers often came to him to get legal advice on “lawyer night,” which took place
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every Thursday at the steelworkers’ union hall.

109

He described one encounter with a

steelworker who had the misfortune to have a common last name. Mr. Jones, the employee,
produced a case of mistaken identity in a garnishment case. The example demonstrated the
hopelessness of the garnishment situation for many Chicago workers. Mr. Jones came to Mikva
one Thursday night to get some legal help, because a “brick was placed on his check,” which
meant his wages had been garnished110 Jones swore he had not bought anything with the finance
company filing the garnishment claim. Searching for answers, Mikva went to the garnishment
clerk at the Municipal Courthouse and pulled the case files for the garnishment case. Using the
signature on the contract, which did not match his client’s, he proved his client had no
assignment. Mikva confidently called the lawyer for the finance company, telling him about the
error, which the lawyer stunningly denied. Mikva took the contract and several written examples
of the client’s signature to the finance company’s attorney. After carefully reviewing the
signatures, the finance company’s lawyer confirmed that the signatures did not match, and dryly
commented, “well I guess we made a mistake.” Mikva said the lawyer then offered to finish the
transaction under the table, proffering “I’ll tell you what, give me $25 for my time and trouble
and we’ll call it square.” Mikva refused the offer, but retold the story in this oral history
interview, and scores of speeches and conferences on consumer credit. He emphasized that it
would have been easier to have paid it, “than to go into court and vacate the judgment that had
been entered against the wrong Jones.”111 The difficulties experienced by Mikva's client
demonstrates how creditors not only had the upper-hand in garnishment cases throughout this
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era, but also how easy it was for them to garnish borrowers' wages simply by sending a
garnishment affidavit to the debtors' employer, who was obliged to process the claim.
The market for consumer credit in the United States, Chicago in particular, was
exceptionally diverse, and catering to a variety of different consumers, and soon, a handful of
finance companies began assuming an even greater market share at the expense of the smaller
firms. Economist Clyde William Phelps described the credit economy of the postwar era:
even in one city, or a part of a city, the consumer installment loan market is a series of
loosely connected and overlapping markets in which different types of lenders are
offering different kinds of loan services to various groups of consumer borrowers.112
Customers utilizing loan services from consumer finance companies were generally “those
whose situation represented more than ordinary risk” to the creditor.113 By 1960, most of the
loans made by consumer finance companies were issued by a small group of large national
consumer finance corporations. In 1960, the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System
authorized a nationwide survey of 4,200 consumer finance companies and sales finance
companies, finding that a few major companies dominated both types of credit businesses. The
Federal Reserve Bulletin, in October 1961, noted that out of thousands of consumer finance
companies surveyed, those with over $25 million in outstanding consumer loans accounted for
“85 percent of total loans for sales finance companies and 69 percent of the total for consumer
finance companies.”114 According to a national study by Paul F. Smith, which surveyed nine
large consumer finance companies from 1949-1959, the nine companies accounted for “70
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percent of the loans of all consumer finance companies at the end of 1959.”

115

Clyde William

Phelps, an economist teaching at the University of Southern California, noted that consumer
finance companies held an oligopoly, successfully cornering the small loan business and
commanding exceptionally high prices and fees for credit.116 These nine companies made
billions in finance charges; on average the companies charged $24.04 per $100 of outstanding
credit” in 1959.117 Over this period, however, average gross finance charges decreased among
the nine large national consumer finance companies by 8 percent due to increasing competition
as credit unions and “banks expanded into the personal loan field.”118 The nine largest consumer
finance companies had significantly higher finance charges than the nine largest commercial
banks, which charged an average of $10.04 per $100 of outstanding credit. All federal credit
unions, on the other hand, averaged only $9.13 per $100 of outstanding credit.119
Only the continuous, and steadily increasing, use of credit by U.S. consumers could allow
Americans to buy even when they did not have the funds. At the start of the so-called Consumer
Age, according to historian Louis Hyman, “consumer credit acted as an engine of enterprise by
powering the growth of consumer goods manufacturers, the home construction industry, and the
service sector.”120 Hyman’s book, Debtor Nation, tracks the significance of consumer credit to
the postwar economy, which, he explains, opened up “material opportunities” for members of the
working-class and the working poor. Therefore, even those with very little money could
participate in the mass consumption economy. In an article in Challenge magazine, October
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1965, David Caplovitz wrote that unlike the rich who engaged in conspicuous consumption to
highlight their wealth, the poor engaged in “compensatory consumption to make up, in a way, for
‘blocked social mobility.’”121
Distinguished Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith noted in his 1958 book, The
Affluent Society, that as debt expanded as a result of the “process of want creation,” the economy
grew.122 He explained that “an interruption in the increase in debt means an actual reduction in
demands for goods” and services. The importance of the consumer caused some economists,
such as George Katona, to emphasize the “countervailing power of the consumer” as an engine
for economic growth. Certainly by the mid-1950s, sales of consumer goods represented an
important sector of the economy. According to a U.S. Department of Commerce report in 1959,
consumer spending was up 6.9 percent from the year before, and collectively, Americans spent
$313 billion for goods and services that year.123 While the dramatic increase in consumer
spending heralded the rise of American economic preponderance in the post-World War II years,
some economists were concerned that increased spending could lead to a renewed rise in
inflation. This was part of the justification used by Keynesian economists124 to support renewed
regulation of the consumer credit industry.125
As author of The Truth-In-Lending Act (S.2755), Paul Douglas, an Illinois junior U. S.
Senator, proposed a federal solution to garnishment and consumer credit. Introduced in 1960,
the bill was meant to impose a higher degree of transparency in credit sales. The proposed act
required that creditors note the exact cost of credit to the consumer, including finance charges
121
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and other “add on” fees.

126

Douglas, a former professor of economics at the University of

Chicago,127 reasoned that consumers, armed with the truth about their credit options, would have
more freedom to shop around and choose the best credit solutions.128 The act was a
quintessential liberal solution—it was not particularly invasive, but called for increased
transparency at the point of sale. Even this mild legislation, in which garnishment regulations
were not even considered, faced overwhelming opposition by the loan industry. It languished for
years due to one influential senator’s opposition.
Douglas’ bill seemed to be gaining traction with the Kennedy Administration, which
sought to secure modest victories for consumers. President Kennedy noted in a special address
to Congress, that they should take up the Truth-in-Lending bill, asserting that the federal
government has “a special obligation to be alert to the consumer's needs and to advance the
consumer's interests.”129
In March 1960, at a speech for the exclusive Standard Club of Chicago, Senator Douglas
explained that “most people who borrow these funds have no idea of the amount of interest they
are paying, because of the widespread use of misleading and deceptive methods of stating the
price of credit, ordinary citizens find it difficult to make any meaningful comparisons and
therefore intelligent choices of the various credit terms offered them.”130 Douglas reassured
voters that this was “not a credit control bill;” he asserted that “the purpose of my bill is to get at
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the truth so that people may know what they are paying, who should fear the simple truth.”

131

Unfortunately, when it came to the terms of credit sales, the truth was simply not something
creditor and retail groups were interested in making readily available to borrowers.
Banking industry trade groups and their surrogates objected to the heightened level of
scrutiny, insisting current laws sufficiently protected consumers and that federal oversight of the
credit industry would hinder growth. Academics working for the banking industry were tasked
with rebutting the claims of the proponents of consumer credit regulation. Theodore Beckman,
an intellectual and a consultant for the National Retail Merchants Association, countered
Douglas’ argument in a Defender article. He is quoted as saying that “present practices of
legitimate merchants adequately inform the consumer of the cost of retail credit service.”132
William Cheyney, an author and a director of the National Foundation for Consumer Credit,
considered that the Douglas bill could hurt the consumer credit industry. He noted “for every
fraudulent sale it might prevent, it would kill 100 perfectly sound sales.”133 At the three day
National Installment Credit conference at the Conrad Hilton in New York134 hosted by the
American Bankers Association, John Elmer, the conference chairman and vice president of
Wells Fargo in San Francisco, claimed that the bill was “utterly impractical.”135 William Kelly,
the vice president of the organization, addressed 1,800 banking executives in attendance,
asserting that “the Douglas bill would confuse the consumer, increase the administrative costs of
lenders, and create a difficult enforcement problem.”136
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Retailers were also strongly opposed to additional federal legislation on credit. Fearing
any added scrutiny of their business practices, members of the Illinois Retail Merchants
Association lambasted the bill and its reincarnations. At a news conference in September 1963,
the trade group emphasized its “unalterable opposition” to the bill.137 C. Virgil Martin, the
president of Carson’s, expressed his admiration for the marketing abilities of Douglas for calling
the bill “truth in lending,” explaining that the moniker made the bill seem irreproachable.
Referring to the Illinois Senator, he explained “I wish we had him in our basement store at
Carson’s, we could use his merchandising know-how.”138 Arthur Muenze, the vice president and
treasurer of Chicago department store Wieboldt’s, served as spokesman for the organization,
asserting that the Douglas bill was unworkable, and would in fact lead to “untruth in lending”
and discourage credit use.139
The act faced considerable opposition in Congress as well, especially from Senate
Banking Committee Chairman A. Willis Robertson (D.) of Virginia, who held up the act in
committee. Robertson openly feuded with Douglas concerning the proposed bill. From 1960,
when the Truth-in-Lending legislation was first introduced, to his death in 1967, Senator
Robertson refused to allow a committee vote on the legislation. At one point Robertson accused
Douglas of sending a “very bitter if not insulting letter” urging the committee chairman to allow
the committee to vote on the bill.140 In spite of Douglas’ entreaties with the chairman, he was
unable to pass a truth-in-lending act, which would have set a national standard for regulation of
the credit industry for the states to follow.
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While the bill languished in Congress, and the economy began to take a turn for the
worse in the mid-1960s, proponents of the bill included those attuned to the travails of life in
urban America. John Conyers, one of the few African Americans in Congress in the mid-1960s,
introduced a House version of the Truth in Lending Act in 1965. Conyers noted the significance
of the bill. He explained “we will lose the war on poverty if increased incomes only provide new
opportunities for unethical credit and retailing practices,” and “unscrupulous credit practices are
also a cause of embittered race relations because the merchant in the Negro ghetto is so often a
white man.”141
The failure of this act to gain traction at the federal level was a symbolic victory for
creditors. Their successful and systematic attempts to counter even the most basic federal credit
regulations to the industry at the expense of U.S. consumers wanting little more than to know the
actual ‘cost’ of the credit they were buying. Minimal regulation at the federal level was mirrored
by incredibly pro-creditor legislation at the state level in Illinois, where most decisions about
credit and garnishment policy were made. Failure to pass federal reform in 1960 raised the
stakes at the state level, setting the scene for a vigorous debate on garnishment and credit policy
in 1961. State legislators began considering additional reforms in 1961, however, these reforms
were past due. Illinois had long been long overdue for substantive, new reforms to its
garnishment and credit practices. Illinois in particular was known as a hotbed of credit activity,
with creditors and retailers cultivating rules and regulations on credit that were amenable to their
needs throughout the twentieth-century. In the 1950s, these groups stepped up their lobbying
efforts to beat back two successive attempts to increase state regulations. Several reforms that
would have amounted to systemic and meaningful improvements in the state’s consumer credit
141
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system were recommended at the end of the 1950s. During the administration of Republican
Governor William Stratton (1953-61), the state legislature considered imposing limitations on
finance charges and the licensing of sales finance companies in both the 1957 and 1959
legislative sessions.142 The Republican governor vetoed both reforms, deferring the problem to
his Democratic successor.143 Deferring the problem just made matters worse, and by 1960
thousands of Illinoisans were deep in credit debt due to the wide availability of credit and broad
parameters given to creditors to dictate credit terms.
Illinois had arguably some of the most punitive and pro-creditor consumer credit laws in
industrial America by the mid-twentieth-century, due to little regulation of the terms of credit
sales or even licensing for most creditors. Illinois policymakers themselves provided some
excellent data on the paucity of Illinois credit regulations during this time. In response, Abner
Mikva requested more information on credit and garnishment policies nationwide. The Illinois
Legislative Council, the research unit of the state General Assembly, compiled data on the laws
and procedures governing consumer credit and collections practices in Illinois and 13 other states
with large manufacturing sectors for Illinois legislators in 1960.144 The report documented that
Illinois allowed only minimal regulations of the consumer credit industry in comparison to the
other states which included: New York, California, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Ohio,
Wisconsin, Florida, Maryland, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado.145 For example,
Illinois was the only state, except one, considered in the report that did not have laws on the
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books capping finance charges of any kind.

146

Most of the other states included in the survey

maintained polices governing finance charges saving their consumers from unregulated
additional charges for sales of motor vehicles. A plurality of the surveyed states limited charges
for retail installment sales. Five of the states even regulated the more user-friendly, revolving
credit plans.147 Several of the states allowed charges that included a fraction of the debt paid
annually. Some of the states allowed creditors to charge x amount of dollars for every $100 of
the principal paid annually by the buyer, while others permitted creditors to charge their
customers a percentage of the balance of the loan.148
Illinois Legislative Council staffers noted that the confession of judgment was a “popular
security device” among Illinois creditors because “its use is surrounded with few restrictions
here.”149 The unrestricted use of judgment notes was the reason Illinois had such difficulties
with garnishments in the mid-twentieth-century. This collection device allowed creditors in the
state easy access to workers’ wages without due process of law. California, New York, and
Connecticut, on the other hand, stipulated that judgment notes were not enforceable in either
small retail installment transactions or as security for automobile purchases.150 Other states
provided for at least minimal protections to their workers by requiring that the debtor at least be
informed and served with summons to appear to explain why the judgment should be expunged:
or to at least allow the defendant to make a written statement “vouching for amount and
circumstances of debt.”151 Creditors in the state carefully defended Illinois’ byzantine policies
on wage assignments in the 1950s and 1960s. In the 1959 legislative session, Republican
146
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lawmakers struck down provisions in HB 528 stipulating that no demand could be made on an
employee's wages unless the debtor was in default for a period of at least two weeks.152
Provisions in HB 1373 requiring the debtor to be informed they were in default were similarly
defeated, along with measures allowing the defendant to sue to contest the validity of the wage
assignment and the amount due. Another defeated provision would have penalized employers
for not paying wages that were exempted from collection.
In 1961, as state legislators geared up for the first legislative debate on garnishment and
credit policy in two years, the owner of a financial adjustment company in Chicago
confidentially forwarded a letter to municipal authorities. This letter identified the “principal
abuses” and several “suggested remedies” for the problem of unrestricted wage assignments.153
The financial adviser explained that wage assignment forms were often left with blank spaces by
the creditor, which enabled the lender to apply additional charges that could extend the amount
of repayment.154 The author explained that a way to resolve the problem would be to require an
attached affidavit signed by creditors verifying the sale was conducted properly, “so that a
perjury action can be prosecuted on proof to the contrary.”155 The concerned businessman also
called for additional protections for borrowers, allowing the consumer to receive their attorney’s
fees, loss of wages, and other damages from the creditor in the event of an illegal wage
attachment.156
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Illinois’ garnishment problems were a result of pro-creditor policies in the state. Illinois
policies privileged creditors’ interests, sidelining Illinois consumers, whereas other states
established provisions protecting workers from the most extreme excesses of the credit industry.
Every state maintained its own garnishment laws. Some states, such as Florida, Texas, and
Pennsylvania, forbade the attachment of wages altogether, as had Great Britain a century
earlier.157 Others, like Wisconsin and New York, placed significant restrictions on creditors’
right to collect debts through garnishment. Garnishment had been almost completely eliminated
in Pennsylvania. Robert D. Abrahams, a lawyer at the Legal Aid Society of Philadelphia,
communicated his thoughts on garnishment in a letter to University of Chicago legal scholar,
Wilber G. Katz, who was interested in the social effects of Pennsylvania’s liberal garnishment
statutes. The letter explained that garnishment was seldom used with “very minor exceptions,”
such as back pay for late rent payments and child support. Also, the practice of assigning future
wages as collateral for loans was completely abolished in Pennsylvania, and therefore, creditors
could not attach future wages to collect on late payments. Abrahams continued, noting that
Pennsylvania law, unlike attachment laws in pro-creditor states, resulted in a “radical difference
in remedies available to creditors.” The legal aid bureau attorney insisted that these provisions
did not affect the availability of credit.158 The limited use of wage garnishment and assignment
in several states allowed workers there a reprieve from the worst excesses of the credit system, at
least in comparison to Illinois workers.
Nearly all of the surveyed states had laws calling for the licensing of sales finance
companies and automobile dealers. Only Illinois, Ohio, and California did not require such
Gilbert Friedman, “The Repossessed,” New Republic, 27 April 1968.
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licensing. The other states’ license-granting agencies had significant regulatory measure in place
for licensed financers and automobile dealers. Licensing could also be rescinded if the financer
violated the state’s financing provisions. These regulatory agencies had the power to “inspect,
hold hearings, examine books and papers, subpoena witnesses and the like, as well as the
authority to deny, revoke, or suspend licenses” under certain circumstances.159 The other states
used a banking regulatory agency, the department of motor vehicles, a bank commissioner, or a
comptroller to regulate licensing of these institutions. In the memorandum, Illinois Legislative
Council staffers advised Illinois lawmakers that licensing by state agencies is:
generally considered to afford greater opportunity for enforcement through continuous
supervision of a regulated activity (in this case, the retail installment consumer credit
business), than do individual actions brought by buyers and persecuting officers under the
civil and criminal penalty provisions of the acts.160
This policy advice, unfortunately, flew in the face of tradition at the General Assembly, which
rejected even minimal protections and relied heavily on its disclosure requirements for retail
installment sales.
Many of the regulatory measures Illinois had in place were practiced by all, or most, of
the other states in question. Illinois, and all of the other 12 states included in the report, had a
disclosure requirement. This requirement stipulated disclosure of the sale price; the down
payment amount; the difference between the sale price and the down payment amount; the total
amount for loan insurance and the filing fee; the principal balance; finance charges; the “time
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balance” (principal balance plus the finance charges); and the number, amount, and due date for
installment payments.161
Non-experts and those working in close proximity to the credit industry considered the
need for additional credit and garnishment policy reforms in Illinois. Attorney Mark Satter was
especially passionate about the pressing need for reforms to the state’s garnishment system. He
pushed for radical legislative solutions, while also striving to educate people about the city’s
consumer credit and garnishment problems as a means encourage avoidance of garnishments
altogether. He wrote a bi-weekly column for the Chicago Defender newspaper called “All that
Money Can Buy,” in which he advised the newspaper’s readership on good credit and mortgage
buying practices. He gave countless speeches and interviews on the need for substantive
regulation of the consumer credit industry, as well.162 In one speech he gave on the immediate
need for reform, Satter commented that since laws were “man-made, they can by men of good
will be corrected as well.”163 Unfortunately, he soon found that his expectations were overly
optimistic, once he got the opportunity to influence garnishment policy.164 In early 1960,
representatives from the Mayor’s Office formed a committee to address the garnishment problem
and make legislative recommendations to the legislature in 1960. Satter was selected to serve on
the committee, and he called for the complete abolition of garnishment.165 Having what could be
considered a radical perspective garnishment, Satter’s willingness to impose this level of scrutiny
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on the consumer credit industry was not shared by the other committee members. His ideas were
thus disregarded by the committee.166
Satter represented scores of clients in garnishment cases at the Chicago Municipal Court,
which processed the city’s thousands of garnishment cases each year. Satter called it “a black
man’s court,” because he witnessed in person how unfair the city’s garnishment system was, and
how it disproportionately affected African Americans. One high-profile case Mark Satter took
on involved a vending machine scam ensnaring scores of Chicagoans in 1961.167 People who
needed income were responding to phone calls and newspapers advertisements from vending
machine companies offering part time employment servicing and re-stocking vending machines
throughout the city. Instead of providing work, representatives from the vending machine
companies pressured individuals into buying a vending machine on an installment basis either
outright, or by convincing them that they were signing employment documents. The
unsuspecting buyer then signed, not knowing that they were indebting themselves for the amount
of approximately $700. This was a typical wage assignment scam involving a high-pressure
sales pitch for a low-value item that was finalized with the signing of a wage assignment
contract. After sales were finalized, the vending machine companies then sold the debt to
finance companies within hours, and the vending machine companies themselves often
“vanished into thin air.”168 Satter represented some 223 hundred plaintiffs in a class-action suit,
and he filed a complaint on their behalf against multiple vending machines. Judge Cornelius
Harrington dismissed their case, arguing that the contracts were legally-binding and that the
plaintiffs did not all share one common grievance. He claimed that if they had tried their case
166
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separately, they could have been heard, but since they sued as a group, their case was being
dismissed.
Mark Satter appealed the ruling, but the appellate court of Illinois also rejected the case,
arguing that there was no proof the vending machine companies and the finance companies
committed fraud.169 The court was of the opinion that the suits brought by the plaintiffs were too
unique to be enjoined in a single class action lawsuit, and that there was no proof that the
vending machine companies or the finance companies engaged in a scheme to defraud the
plaintiffs.170 As to whether the plaintiffs had a right to their earned wages and protections from
loss of employment due to garnishment, the appellate court cited the recent 1961 garnishment
legislation (to be discussed in Chapter 3), contending that workers were no longer threatened by
garnishments due to the reforms, and that these reforms provided adequate protection under the
law.171 So, the 1961 laws that were supposed to provide a level of relief to the garnished, in this
case was used against them in court.
Throughout much of the long history of consumer credit use in the United States, credit
interests had the upper-hand vis-à-vis their customers in terms of the fees they could apply, their
ability to use the court system to collect on delinquent accounts, and the generally reliable
support they received from state and federal regulatory bodies. Employers provided some
assistance to debtors against garnishment in the nineteenth and early twentieth-century. This was
primarily because they wanted to minimize their role in the process, but the courts often
constrained an employers' ability to protect their employees. A look at national and state
regulations of consumer credit and collection devices in the mid-twentieth-century reveals that
169
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even in their attempts to regulate the industry, both the State of Illinois and the federal
government protected the key interests of creditors. Namely, they protected the ability to charge
high fees and easily recover debts. State and federal authorities often applied only minimal
regulations of the credit industry, and government inaction helped creditors establish a postwar
economy based on credit, incorporating all classes of people due to wage garnishment. State and
federal authorities accepted that rising consumer debt was a part of the economy, and that lenders
needed broad powers to access low-income borrowers' wages to service the debts through wage
assignments. Not only were retailers and other creditors generally able to determine contractual
terms, but also the contracts were protected by law. Progressive era reforms dismantled the proworker debt regime, acknowledging that wages were property and that imposed some constraints
on garnishment. By the post-World War II era, federal and state policymakers were primarily
interested in expanding credit to stimulate the economy, and to protect the credit industry. The
few attempts to regulate the industry were predominantly imposed to avoid inflation. The
federal government had supported the establishment of a consumer-driven economy, governed
by Keynesian principals. Unfortunately, that left mechanisms available for lenders to extract
maximum profits from borrowers. Serious attempts to regulate the credit industry again with the
force of statute were not made until the 1960s; and by the 1960s, high-interest creditors had long
since established themselves in working-class communities, busily extracting countless dollars
from these areas.

CHAPTER 2: A "PORTRAIT OF FRUSTRATION:" WAGE GARNISHMENT,
"VICIOUS PRACTICES," AND RISING INEQUALITY IN CHICAGO, 1957-1966
Garnishments and credit abuses in Chicago, and throughout the country in the midtwentieth-century, took a particularly heavy toll on the urban working-class. African Americans,
many of whom were newly-arrived in Chicago and other Northern cities in the midst of the Great
Migration, were often unfamiliar with Northern crediting practices. As a result, creditors using
wage assignments to secure what were often predatory loan arrangements, especially targeted the
new arrivals. Since unscrupulous merchants often congregated in black areas, these communities
were particularly susceptible to their predations.1 Not just African Americans, but Latin
American immigrants and other low-wage workers in general, were threatened by creditors'
ability to access their future earnings with such ease. The pervasiveness of the garnishment
practice—and its use by finance companies and more-established retail businesses—made it a
universal threat to Chicago's working-classes. Using the future wages of borrowers as collateral
for loans and installment purchases was standard procedure for creditors and retail merchants
catering to low-income consumers during the pre-credit card era. Garnishment allowed lenders a
greater degree of security in the transaction at a heavy cost to the consumer, who was then at the
mercy of the creditor. Wage earners often lost considerable amounts of their income due to
garnishments.
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Wage assignments and garnishments, as well as the harassing calls, financial uncertainty,
bankruptcy, and the resulting economic deprivation, were part of what the Chicago Defender, the
city’s renowned African-American paper, dubbed the “credit trap,”1 or the “death trap.” 2
William Rodriguez, a Puerto Rican wage earner, found himself in the creditors’ death trap in
1960, as he became overwhelmed by consumer credit debt. He owed some $800 in debt, holding
five garnishments, yet only earned $60 a week. Rodriguez soon “grew despondent over
pressures from creditors,” and on February 6, 1960, he swallowed rat poison to escape his
financial troubles. Rodriguez was survived by four children and a young wife.3 The social
disorganization caused by garnishments intensified in the latter part of the decade. Rodriguez
was not the last to resort to suicide as a result of overwhelming garnishments and consumer
credit debt.4 Although his death led to a renewed citywide discussion on garnishment in 1960,
African American organizations and businesses, as well as labor groups, had already devoted
money and personnel to research the rising garnishment problem in the 1950s.
In spite of a limited public response to the problem by the local municipal government,
the Chicago Urban League used its considerable resources to research the garnishment issue and
improve public understandings of the city’s garnishment problem. They additionally provided
information to help lay the groundwork for a community response to the crisis, and to assess the
real world implications of Illinois’ problematic credit system in the late 1950s. As part of their
research, the CUL, in consultation with a local financial advisement firm, culled the case files of
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224 black Chicagoans previously seeking professional assistance from a Chicago financial
adjustment company. The researchers developed their conclusions from the characteristics of
those deep in consumer credit debt.5 Previous studies on the general population noted that the
working-poor were the most likely to experience garnishments and wage assignments, and this
study confirmed those findings for African Americans as well.
According to the Chicago Urban League report, the financial pain and humiliation caused
by garnishments were “felt in all levels of the Negro community.” 6 This sample of debtors was
deeply mired in debt. Among them, the 224 garnished workers had 940 debts, however, bluecollar workers were the most affected by unworkable debt obligations.7 Blue-collar workers
were also the most likely to seek credit assistance, accounting for a plurality of the sampled
cases. They were holding the largest share of total debt in the sampled population.8 The CUL
study demonstrated that 32.2 percent of the blue-collar borrowers had debts accounting for 50 to
100 percent of their gross annual income.9 Laborers had a median total debt of $1,425, and the
upper limit of debt for laborers was $10,000. The upper limit of debt was significantly reduced
for each “group upward on the occupational scale.”10 Middle-income people were wellrepresented in the sample as well, however, primarily as clerical, sales workers, and craftsmen,
accounting for over 30 percent of all cases. Conversely, managers and officials represented only
3 percent of cases, and only one person “employed in a professional capacity” sought the
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adjustment company’s assistance.

11

The amount of debt was revealing as well. Nearly a third of

the debtors had either been in bankruptcy in the last 6 years, or had previous credit adjustments.12
Additional research on the class and racial dynamics, and the commonplace credit
predations that were a part of the garnishment problem, was certainly needed by the early 1960s.
This was in part because of the misconceptions about the city’s growing garnished populations.
The garnished themselves were often considered in public debate on the garnishment crisis, as
poor, unfortunate, people of color, who were just not savvy or intelligent enough to avoid
entrapment by local creditors. An article in the Defender refuted these assumptions, observing
that “credit gouging is not a problem for the uneducated and the poor alone, as some might be
led to believe,” but also an issue for white middle class buyers susceptible to “taken in by the
slick come-ons of merchants.”13 The Defender article acknowledged that those “hardest hit” by
garnishment were black. The article continued by noting that Latin American immigrants,
unable to speak English or understand the terms of contract forms, also struggled under the credit
system that was unfamiliar to many. Finally, white migrant “hillbillies” from Appalachia “also
are ignorant of credit buying procedures.”14 One similarity the Defender emphasized among all
of these populations was a marked lack of experience with consumer credit, or the legal
mechanisms available to creditors to initiate collections procedures.
Widespread unfamiliarity about credit was a universal problem in working-class
communities, however, consumers’ ignorance and limited understandings of credit were not the
main causes of garnishment abuses, as some in the local media and the business community
11
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asserted. The difficulties of one Chicago industrial firm employing a large unskilled, multiethnic work force demonstrated that city residents’ extraordinary credit problems were often not
the fault of the consumer at all. They were instead due to the predations of unscrupulous
creditors. By the early 1960s, the city’s garnishment problem was so severe that Inland Steel, a
firm employing thousands of low wage workers, chose to provide its multi-ethnic workforce15
with a level of protection from garnishments. During the course of her assignment, one office
worker offered a modicum of support as she discovered that many Chicago creditors
purposefully misrepresented remaining balances owed by employing a myriad of slights of hand
to cheat customers. Dorothy Lascoe, an office worker at Inland Steel, dealt with thousands of
garnishment cases during her time as the garnishment administrator at Inland. In this role,
Lascoe provided a level of corporate protection to Inland workers involved in garnishment cases,
both in and out of court. Mrs. Lascoe personally advocated on behalf of her fellow workers. In
May 1960, her extraordinary efforts were documented in Inland News, the official company
publication. Working as the garnishment administrator at such a large industrial operation
(Inland Steel employed 22,000 workers in the Chicagoland area), Lascoe had a huge
responsibility that she excelled in: saving workers at the firm thousands of dollars in earned
wages.
The article, appropriately titled “She Protects Your Paycheck,” documented the unique
approach Lascoe used to advocate on behalf of, and protect, Inland employees from undue
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garnishments. It was called the “Inland System.”

16

The writer of the article noted that “the heart

of the Inland policing system” was located in Mrs. Lascoe desk at work. There she kept file
drawers filled with index cards, each card “representing a case history of a garnishment action
being taken against an Inlander.”17 Every index card included the item bought on credit, the
amount originally owed, payments were made since the garnishment action, as well as
information on court costs and the special circumstances of each case. Daily, Mrs. Lascoe
visited the Municipal Court of Chicago; checking the status of the new garnishment cases and
scanning the minute books in the garnishment clerk’s office for updated information on Inland
workers’ garnishments. Lascoe checked the case files to keep the “collection attorneys honest,”
dutifully double-checking the validity of the pertinent court documents.18 Lascoe’s attempts to
right the wrongs of the garnishment system are instructive of the nature of the creditors relying
extensively on wage assignments to secure loans, and how some gamed the system to increase
profits by withholding wages, sometimes well in excess of the original debt obligation.
Merchants playing the garnishment system like this primarily intended to profit from getting
customer’s signatures on the wage assignment forms and installment contracts to lock the
consumer into a lucrative cycle of debt and repayments. Lascoe noted that many creditors
utilizing wage assignment contracts to secure their loans often refused to “sell merchandise for
cash, but strictly on a time payment basis.”19 In this way, the creditors guaranteed a steady
supply of debtors to potentially garnish.
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The company, whose efforts bore fruit, lauded Lascoe’s system. According to Lascoe’s
estimates, the “Inland System” saved Inland “employees an average of $200 per debt.” In spite
of wages saved, she also acknowledged that Inland employees annually lost an average of over
$600,000 in wages due to garnishments.20 Many of the wage deductions resulted because of
misrepresentations by the creditor of the actual remaining balance owed. Under Illinois law,
every time a creditor attempted to collect on a debt, a new garnishment action had to be
initiated.21 Lascoe recalled once that her office received a garnishment summons for an
employee owing $550 according to the court summons.22 As Lascoe remembered seeing a
previous summons for the same employee that included a remaining balance of $250, her records
demonstrated there was a major calculation error. After receiving multiple garnishments
summonses, Lascoe noticed a trend of misrepresented remaining balances. She began checking
court documents, ensuring that the attorneys representing the creditors used no chicanery against
the garnished workers. If she noticed an error, Lascoe simply called the collection attorney
writing the garnishment summons, and informed him of the discrepancy. Usually, the attorneys
acknowledged their “mistake” and removed the garnishment.23 Confronted with the facts of the
case, many creditors backed down, withdrawing the bogus garnishment claims. Most garnished
workers did not have someone like Mrs. Lascoe looking out for them, however, and the wide
latitude given to retailers and lenders in garnishment cases allowed them to make huge profits off
of workers who could ill-afford adequate legal protection.
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Low-wage workers who purchased items on installment plans had little room for error in
their crediting practices. One Inland employee bought a set of furniture from a merchant on an
installment plan for $446. After paying consistently for two years, the customer missed one
payment, resulting in garnished wages. The employee still owed $254, and “during the next two
years, twelve other garnishment actions were brought against him. At that time his debt should
have been paid in full. Instead, the creditor maintained that the $254 he had paid originally only
covered court costs and that he still owed $254.”24 Multiple garnishments, court costs, and
miscellaneous fees ultimately placed a heavy debt burden that was very difficult for low-wage
workers to overcome due to their limited incomes.
Many firms were not as benign as Inland Steel in their handling of the garnishment
problem. The fact that African Americans were the primary recipients of the majority of the
garnishments in Chicago hurt the city’s black community. This caused some business leaders to
view African Americans workers with increased skepticism due to concerns about black
workers’ garnishment. A study by the Labor Relations Department of the Illinois Chamber of
Commerce noted that the Illinois urban business community viewed rising garnishments as a
major problem specifically for black workers. The Illinois Chamber enlisted the efforts of staff
members from the Illinois Commission on Human Relations who surveyed 100 Illinois
businesses from November 1955 to February 1956 on minority employment issues.25 This body
of research developed the context of rising non-white, particularly African American
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employment, in the industrial sector of Illinois’ urban economy. The primary minority group
Chamber of Commerce writers were concerned with for the study was African Americans.
African Americans accounted for 98% of minority population growth in Illinois in the 1950s.26
The report noted that between 1940 and 1950, the rate of population growth was nearly “ten
times as fast for the non-whites as for the whites.” Grappling with minority workplace problems
was now a critical issue because minorities formed a “large and ever-growing share of the
available labor pool.” The study revealed concerns within the business community about
integrating minorities into the workplace, featuring analysis on minority employees’ workplace
problems.
Nearly half of the 100 firms reported that non-white employees had “special problems” at
the workplace resulting from wage assignments. Minorities’ seemingly perennial collections
difficulties were the primary concerns cited by the firms.27 Over 70 percent of the firms
reporting problems among their minority employees acknowledged that rising wage assignments
were their biggest concern about employing minorities. Complaints about minorities’ difficulties
with wage assignments were only reported in firms “where blue-collar workers predominate.”28
The report concluded that this was primarily a problem “limited to blue-collar workers who are
recent migrants from the South.” Certainly employers viewed garnishments with increasing
concern during this time. High levels of garnishments in the black community were viewed as a
“principal special problem” among minorities employed at the surveyed companies.29
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Spokesmen and representatives for multiple Chicago firms noted the difficulties their
African Americans employees experienced with garnishments, identifying it as a problem that
almost exclusively affected their non-white employees. International Harvester, an agricultural
machine manufacturing company, employed tens of thousands of low-wage workers many of
whom were garnished. At a Springfield conference for business and industrial groups, an
International Harvester spokesperson revealed that in two of their Chicago plants, they employed
10,500 workers. Together, those workers suffered 2,220 garnishments or wage assignments in
1956. The Harvester representative explained that African Americans accounted for about a fifth
of the over 10,000 strong work force; most of the garnishments, “almost all, or nine out of every
ten[,]” were attached to African American workers’ wages.30 At McCormick Harvesting
Machine Company in Chicago, black workers accounted for about 20 percent of the workforce.
Out of 347 wage assignments filed against McCormick employees in 1957, African Americans
accounted for 326 of the total: over 90 percent of the wage assignments were filed against black
workers.31 The story was similar at Tractor and Equipment Company, where African Americans
were about 20 percent of the workforce, receiving well over 90 percent of the wage assignments.
Out of 1,141 wage assignments, 1,042 were filed against black workers.32
Garnished workers often found that their employers preferred to simply fire them rather
than completing garnishment paperwork on their behalf, withholding their pay, and dealing with
Chicago lenders and retailers. Employers were obligated to begin withholding an employee’s
wages when served with the summons, an affidavit, and relevant interrogatories. As such, many
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employers did not want to retain employees with even one garnishment.

33

Garnishments also

cost employers money. Large numbers of garnishment orders bedeviled industrialists and large
companies employing high numbers of low-wage workers. This was because their office
workers were forced to spend work hours processing the garnishment orders. According to a
survey of 1,100 Chicago employers by the private credit reference firm, the Credit Bureau of
Cook County, wage assignments and garnishments cost Chicago employers about $9 million
dollars a year. 34 Carl Hobbett, the general manager of the credit reference firm, postulated that
each garnishment action cost area employers as much as $15 in administrative costs.35
The Wall Street Journal reported in 1966 that many Chicago workers were dismissed
after just one garnishment.36 Office workers at large companies employing vast numbers of lowwage workers were often forced to devote a considerable part of their work week to processing
garnishment claims. According to a survey by the Chicago Defender newspaper, one human
resources employee at General Motors’ plant in Chicago acknowledged that 45 workers were
dismissed in 1965 due to garnishments.37 Most of these workers then became even more
financially insolvent following dismissal, due to difficulties securing additional work.
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Companies that employed large numbers of low-wage workers sometimes received
thousands of garnishment claims a year. Each firm had to individually determine how it would
deal with the rise in garnishments: either by dismissing garnished workers, or attempting to work
with them. The Checker Cab Company experienced hundreds of garnishments and wage
assignments in 1957. George McDonald, the vice president of the firm, said that the problem
was so severe it caused the company to reevaluate their policies on garnishments. McDonald
noted that the company used to fire garnished workers, but so many workers were garnished that
the policy became unworkable. He went on to explain that “we stopped firing them because we
had let too many good men go” due to garnishments.38 McDonald noted that it was a perennial
problem for African American drivers at the company, and the situation was so pressing that the
firm employed two women tasked with processing the garnishment paperwork for the affected
workers. The office workers generally spent from 2 to 10 hours a week processing
garnishments. According to McDonald, three out of four African American employees working
at the company “at one time or another” were hit by garnishments.39
Abner Mikva, a state representative, took leadership in the push for garnishment reform.
In a speech to the Illinois General Assembly in 1959, expressed that garnishment placed severe
economic and social burdens on consumers in Chicago. Mikva discussed the pain caused by
garnishments for many Chicago families and clarified that:
the withholding of a substantial portion of the buyer’s wages without any notice and
without any immediate recourse creates insoluble problems for the family and frequently
throws the man behind in his other credit obligations. Quite frequently, therefore one
garnishment means that other creditors will not be paid and, therefore, other garnishments
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can be expected.
Due to his experiences as a lawyer and advocate for reform, Mikva was probably one of the
foremost experts in the state on garnishment and its resulting social and economic consequences.
In a different speech at the University of Chicago, he reviewed the social cost of garnishment
and wage assignment in Illinois at an academic conference. Mikva concluded that “high welfare
costs, high employment costs, break-up of families, poor housing—all of these are part of the
price that society pays for the no-money-down[,] pay-until-you-die system which is enforced by
statute in most states.”40
Certainly, there was also an obvious connection between garnishments and the rising
economic deprivation in Chicago. This was evident due to increasing utilization of public
welfare programs by workers experiencing credit trouble. African Americans comprised a large
amount of public aid recipients in the city. About 25 percent of African Americans in Chicago
received “some form of public assistance” by 1963.41 The Wall Street Journal revealed that,
according to the Cook County Department of Public Aid in 1966, nearly ten percent of new
applicants fired due to garnishments sought public aid.42 In a 1960, a survey by the Chicago
Commission on Human Relations drew from a random selection of 188 “employable” welfare
Cook County welfare recipients. The commission found that 22 reported losing their longestheld job due to garnishments, and 52 reported that on a previous occasion they experienced
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garnishment at some point in their work history.

43

Garnishments affected not only the

economic prospects of the garnished worker, but also the economic well-being of the city as
well, since garnishment hindered an individual’s ability to earn a wage and provide for their
families.
According to one manager of a Cook County Public Aid Office in Chicago, many of the
desertion cases coming to the attention of his office in applications for aid for dependent children
are not true desertions at all. These cases were instead what are known as desertion due to debt
cases, where the father of the family discovers he can no longer provide for his family, and so
“leaves his family to receive welfare payments while he ekes out his existence elsewhere.”44
Garnishment was such a social problem that it was causing families to seek assistance, and even
break up, due to the breadwinner’s financial difficulties with creditors.
As creditors profited from wage assignment loans, working-class consumers in Chicago
suffered considerable financial reverses. According to the Defender, in 1946 only 327
bankruptcy petitions were filed at the Northern District Court in Chicago. By 1958, that number
rose to close to over 9,000 bankruptcies, with many bankruptcies filed by “new arrivals from
rural sections of the country.”45 According to one study conducted by the City of Chicago in
May 1961, shortly following William Rodriguez’s death, during a period of four months in 1960,
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around $470,000 was spent by City residents on attorney’s fees for wage garnishment cases. Up
to an additional $80,000 was tacked on these loans in interest charges and fees for the loans: this
only included cases involving “$1,000 or less.”46 These additional fees amounted to
exceptionally high charges applied to working-class communities that were the least able to
absorb added financial costs. The mounting charges and fees placed an unnecessary burden
particularly on the city’s growing immigrant community and recent new-arrivals from the South,
who likely had little money to spare.
African Americans’ migration to the urban North was a watershed event for the black
working-class economically. It was also when this community’s difficulties with consumer
credit began, because this is when African Americans first encountered the industrial credit
system in Northern urban centers. The Great Migration of African Americans to the North can
be divided into two distinct phases. The first phase began during the World War I years,
coinciding with a period of rising labor demand in Chicago and other industrial cities for
unskilled laborers to work in war industries,47 which created over 3 million jobs nationwide. As
a result, many newcomers from the South easily found work.48 The first phase of the migration
continued unabated until the Great Depression years, at which point “a relaxation in the pace of
racial transition” occurred in Chicago. 49 During the latter phase of the migration, residential
segregation grew more pronounced, as African Americans were increasingly relegated to living
on the South Side of Chicago with a few black enclaves on the West Side of the city.
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Migrants’ numbers in Chicago and Northern cities rose exponentially during the 1950s.
From 1950-1960, 1.5 million African Americans quit the South. This number accounted for
nearly ten percent of the total black population in the United States at the start of the decade.50
Much of the renewed migration was the result of technological changes and shifting labor
demands in the South. Economist Craig Heinicke wrote that many migrants during the midtwentieth century chose to come north due to falling labor demands in agrarian work. In 1948,
the mechanical cotton harvester was first marketed and mass-produced, leading to rising
unemployment among agrarian workers.51 In addition to shifts in the local economy of the
South, factors such as Jim Crow segregation, racial violence, and political disfranchisement
played a role in African Americans’ decisions to move to northern urban centers.52
As the Great Migration unfolded, the racial separation of Chicago’s populations
intensified until “it was possible to speak of an almost solidly black area from 22nd to 63rd
Streets, between Wentworth and Cottage Grove.”53 The latter period of the migration was even
larger than the first phase, heralding in more spatial reorganization of the city, as well as rising
credit abuses. These abuses were primarily against black migrants as newcomers restricted to
living in communities with large numbers of merchants selling credit secured by wage
assignment contracts. During the second phase of the migration, Chicago’s black population
increased rapidly. For example, throughout 1950-1956, the city’s African American population
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increased an average of 38,100 a year.

54

Rising population numbers on the South Side, due to

the huge influx of migrants, shattered the “Black Belt’s boundaries drawn during the Great
Migration.”55
The migrants brought with them a marked lack of experience with consumer credit, as
consumer credit was not available in large volumes in the South during the first half of the
twentieth-century. Store credit was the most common credit available in their home
communities, and it was given out sparingly based on the store owner’s personal judgments
about the buyer.56 Southern storeowners during this time were generally more conservative with
credit than their urban counterparts, who offered it willingly permitting the borrower agreed to
wage attachments in the event of a default on the loan. In economist Paul Edward’s 1969 book,
The Southern Urban Negro as a Consumer, he explained that “only a small proportion of Negro
families in the urban South are able to qualify” for a credit extension.57 Edwards concluded that
Southern storeowners were “careful in their selection of risks,” and took a “more wholesome
interest in their customers than do the majority of installment credit” lenders.58 Even more
abusive forms of credit exploitation were permitted in the South. The Southern agrarian
economy was built on credit and credit abuses, much the same way some sectors of the Northern
urban economy benefited from unequal access to credit.
In fact, the underpinnings of the southern economy were maintained by the continued
oppression of black southerners toiling under antiquated debt systems such as sharecropping and

54

Biles, 8.
Hirsch, 5.
56
Avram Taylor, Working-Class Credit and Community Since 1918 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 69.
57
Paul K. Edwards, The Southern Urban Negro as a Consumer (College Park, Maryland: McGrath Publishing
Company, 1969), 111.
58
Ibid., 110.
55

95

peonage: the Southern answer to the demolition of slavery. These were American debt
institutions, dating back to the end of slavery, were maintained by laws and practices tailored to
subjugate the African American working-class, dating back to the end of slavery. They
oppressed blacks, limiting their social and economic opportunities, and left many perpetually
indebted. The credit system in the North was almost as punitive. In the urban North, the
garnishment system allowing local creditors in black communities to garnish wages was so
discriminatory that Attorney Mark Satter called it a "black man's court." Satter, who represented
scores of garnished workers at the Chicago Municipal Court, witnessed in person how unfair the
city's garnishment system was, and how it disproportionately affected African Americans. 59
In Chicago, credit options were limited for members of the working-class. African
Americans were more prone to garnishments in part because of racist assumptions about African
Americans by merchants in Chicago. Because so many unscrupulous merchants operated on the
South Side, the mostly rural newcomers were an easy target for dishonest salesmen selling cheap
items for low prices, only to entrap buyers with wage assignment contracts and garnishment
cases. George Daniels of the Defender newspaper, who reported on the city’s garnishment
problem, recognized that “Negroes fresh from the South, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and
immigrants who speak little or no English are hardest hit by the wage-grabbing processes.”60
Large numbers of workers with limited understandings of consumer credit and garnishments, as
well as almost completely unregulated, unequal credit services, made the city what one reporter
called a “creditor’s paradise” and “the worst city in the world for a debtor.” 61 Credit merchants
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and retailers abused the contract system permitting the garnishment practice. They fleeced their
customers with unexpected additional charges and fees, and potentially a garnishment after just
one missed payment. These creditors were labeled “illegitimate” by members of the print media
and the political class, because of their business approach to selling credit, which involved using
untoward sales practices. These merchants used a myriad of additional underhanded business
practices, since their goods and the debt were protected by contract.
Unscrupulous merchants operating out of small retail stores and vending their wares on
the South Side were not the only abusers of the garnishment system. Some of the most lucrative
garnishment scams involved large well-known finance companies and retail establishments that
also utilized wage assignments and accessed workers' wages. Finance companies often bought
borrowers’ debts from local lenders and, in turn initiated garnishments against the consumer. In
December 1957, ten newly-arrived Puerto Rican workers, who spoke little to no English, fell
victim to a garnishment scheme involving the unwitting purchase of freezers on contract from
two salesmen working for food distribution companies.62 Walter Goldstein and Ronald Shapiro,
the salesmen, used fake names, identifying themselves as Walter Dolan and Ronald Ziedman.63
Goldstein and Shapiro told the men that the freezers, valued at approximately $500, would be
free provided they signed their name on several forms and agreed to purchase food for the
freezers. The salesmen also told the buyers that they would help them find jobs and governmentsubsidized apartments, once the sales were finalized.
The transactions demonstrate how easily borrowers could be entrapped in this system,
even by ‘legitimate’ businessmen working for large companies. At no time were the buyers told
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that they were signing a wage assignment contract, or that their wages could be withheld after a
missed payment.64 After getting the signatures and completing the transactions, the salesmen
then sold the contracts to three different finance companies; including Madison Corporation,
Norman Acceptance Corporation and Franklin Acceptance Corporation, which attempted to
garnish the buyers' wages to guarantee repayments. The ten buyers filed a lawsuit, and Judge
John Sbarbaros issued an injunction, halting the garnishments initiated by the finance
companies.65 Fraud charges were filed against the salesmen, but Assistant State's Attorney
Lawrence Carroll accepted that the food vendor company and the finance companies were not at
fault.
Faced with limited, suitable credit options, urban, low-wage consumers had few options
but to patronize ghetto creditors’ store operations if they were to buy an item on installment. The
city’s garnishment problem was a major crisis in minority neighborhoods and the greater
Chicago community, because the rising volumes of available credit were often secured by
coercive and exploitative contracts. In Chicago, all types of creditors, from ghetto merchants to
established finance companies, could make thousands of dollars in additional income if the
business chose to engage in disingenuous business practices.66 Sociologist David Caplovitz
explained that many urban retailers were more than willing to “offer credit in spite of the high
risks involved,” making installment sales and extended credit terms “tailored to the particular
needs of the low income."67
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Store owners selling items on installment at “ghetto retail” stores were egregious abusers
of this system, and were likely to discriminate against minorities. In interviews with Defender
journalists George Daniels and Jim Foree, Chicago business executives admitted that
garnishment was a problem particularly affecting minority working-class populations due to their
reliance on high-cost credit for financing loans and purchases. Lorene Stroup, a human
resources worker at the Chicago medical bill company Medical Mailing, commented that a black
wage earner's signature on a form at a small store was "just as sure fire” a wage assignment
contract, and that most lenders withheld borrowers' pay until the loan or small purchase was
"paid in full."68 One human resources worker at the Checker Cab Company, who wanted to
remain anonymous, commented that "we have no trouble with the large firms, our workers are
troubled by the sharp, small store dealers and money lenders on the South Side."69 In an
interview with the Chicago Defender newspaper, Carl Hobbett, the general manager of the
Credit Bureau of Cook County, stated that up to 90 percent of wage assignment contracts were
illegal due to misrepresentations on the forms purposefully added by the credit merchant.70
Hobbett also explained that it was common practice for creditors to compel the consumer to sign
multiple wage assignment contracts.71 This practice was used by creditors because the contracts
could only attach a worker’s wages at the place of employment listed on the contract. To ensure
payment if the consumer quit one job, then one of the other forms could be swapped in with a
new contract containing a new employer’s name, enabling garnishment at any job site the
consumer worked.72 Therefore, it was not necessarily black consumers’ ignorance about credit
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that was a determining factor causing African Americans to be disproportionately garnished, but
the permissiveness and inequalities of Illinois’ credit system, which clearly favored creditors
over consumers.
Mounting garnishments issued by credit merchants, specifically targeting their
communities, added to African Americans’ difficulties in Chicago. For example, the cost of
segregation and unequal treatment to the black community was severe. An editorial in the
Defender acknowledged that the South Side economy was “being gnawed away by shyster73
merchants who hoodwink the unsuspected, the poor, and the ignorant into installment buying on
terms beyond their capacity to fulfill obligations.”74 Another Defender article referencing the
social toll of segregated credit markets explained that “Negroes resort to installment contract
buying not as a matter of choice or personal preference,” but because commercial banks and
trusts would not make loans to them at rates commensurate with their ability to meet their
obligations.75 George Daniels, in yet another Defender article, noted that African Americans
accounted for approximately 17 to 20 percent of the low-wage workforce in Chicago: perhaps as
much ten percent of the total workforce, and nearly 90 percent of the garnishments in the city.76
Chicago media outlets, particularly the black press, began covering the garnishment
problem in the late 1950s. They documented garnishments excesses, exhorting their readers to
“beware” the unscrupulous merchants inflicting significant financial pain on working-class
73
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communities.

77

Several media outlets did good journalistic work, helping to establish a kind of

typical profile of the perpetrators of the “vicious practice[s] indulged in with impunity by some
unscrupulous merchants.”78 The Chicago Defender was one of the first newspapers taking a
critical look at the problem and the role of race in consumer credit. In a series of articles in 1957
called “Buyer Beware,” the Defender enlisted the efforts of George Daniels, a black journalist
writing extensively on the garnishment problem, drawing public attention to the city’s
difficulties with consumer credit.79 Daniels berated the “sharp-dealing merchants” who “cheated
and gypped” thousands of black workers out of their wages.80 In the articles, Daniels analyzed
what he called the “cost of discrimination” experienced by black consumers in Chicago.81
Other cases involved incidents of very poor judgment exercised by the consumer, and the
local media provided coverage of these stories as well. The Chicago Defender published articles
on the city’s wage garnishment and credit problems, often explaining the key facts of each case,
and emphasizing the resulting economic plight and financial pain experienced by the garnished
in Chicago. Thomas Heard, a meatpacker at John Morrell Packing Company, was featured in
one such article. His story was quintessential to the garnishment experience in Chicago, as his
fall into debt led to dismissal from his job.82
The Defender listed debts for Heard totaling $1,974.83 A representative from the
meatpacking union to which Heard belonged was interviewed, claiming that Heard received
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assistance from the union with credit adjustments. Additionally, the union advised him to quit
buying items on installment. According to the Defender, over a period of five years, Heard had
thirty-five wage assignments filed against him, and a heavy installment debt burden.84 In 1957,
Heard filed for bankruptcy, however, he continued to by items on installment. A year later, four
wage assignments were issued by State Jewelers on Madison and 63rd Street, where Heard
purchased a set of clothes on installment. The contract required him to pay $8 per week, an
amount that proved to be unworkable for Heard. He requested a smaller minimum payment,
which was granted in early May 1960: the new payment schedule was $5 weekly.85 By the end
of the month, Heard was again late on a payment, and so a collection agent from State Jewelers
contacted Heard’s employer, asking that he contact the store immediately. Heard failed to do so,
and soon a wage assignment was issued. Instead of continuing to process Heard’s garnishments,
the company simply dismissed him from his position.86 Heard’s story is unfortunate: he had
dozens of garnishments, thousands in debt, and he was ill-equipped to pay back the heavy debt
burden because of his low pay and high number of debt obligations.
The large volumes of high-risk credit in working-class communities for low quality
merchandise caused extraordinary economic damage. Thousands of workers found themselves
in similar situations to Heard’s. The widespread practice of securing the debts with
garnishments, pumped thousands of dollars out of the community, severely constraining
economic growth in these areas. The opportunities for creditors to game the system using wage
assignments were nearly limitless due to the contract system, and the limited number of
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affordable credit options in working-class communities meant that wage earners had few credit
alternatives.
A paucity of viable financing options was the source of much of the garnishment problem
in the black community. Since working-class African American consumers had little to no
access to more desirable financing options for small loans or retail purchases, they typically had
little choice but to buy goods and services on contract, under an installment plan. In this way,
housing also worked as a barrier to black economic advancement in Chicago. Stringentlyenforced residential segregation, and the existence of a segregated housing market, prevented
many from advancing. Certainly, the existence of this dual housing market had the effect of
driving up costs for black consumers, much the same way credit discrimination drove up the cost
of small installment loans for people of color. As such, a “dollar in the hands of a white man”
was worth far more than “a dollar in the hands of a black man,” because of African Americans’
added expenses for housing and consumer credit.87 Considerable mid-twentieth-century social
and economic problems for African Americans, such as segregated housing and limited
employment opportunities due to workplace discrimination, exacerbated the garnishment
problem in the black community in Chicago. It also curtailed the economic prospects of the
black working-class, keeping many people in a class position where garnishment was not an
unlikely prospect due to limited income. A scarcity of housing options for African Americans
due to residential segregation forced black homebuyers to buy homes on contract, which were
often poor investments, only draining incomes due to high charges and predatory contract
arrangements. The contract arrangement was similar to wage assignment loans, which sapped

87

Quoted from Beryl Satter, Family Properties, 13.

103

incomes by forcing consumers to pay additional costs for loan insurance plans, add-on charges,
and attorney’s fees.
Housing segregation determined the physical context that these economic struggles
played out in for African Americans, and it also helps to explain the mounting poverty which
was characteristic of life in the ghetto, and often defined the experiences of garnished workers.
Housing segregation blocked African Americans from employment and educational
opportunities throughout the rest of the city, constricting black property investment to only the
most undesirable homes bought on contract. The ghettoization of African American
communities first began due to restrictive covenants established by white neighborhood
associations barring their members from selling to prospective African American homebuyers.
Restrictive covenants for African Americans were first established in the years following World
War I. By the 1940s, Chicago was a national leader in restrictive covenants,88 helping to earn the
city the distinction as the “most segregated city in America.”89 African Americans’ isolation
primarily on the South Side and the ghettoization of their communities was the result of nearly
monolithic white opposition to African American homeownership in traditional white
communities in the city, and was often upheld by acts of violence.90 The established racial
barriers to African American homeownership walled this growing community off from potential
housing opportunities. In this way, black homebuyers were relegated to suboptimal loan
88
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arrangements for housing in much the same way this group was unable to access more desirable
credit options for small loans.
Housing segregation, much like the segregated small loan market financing the city’s
ghetto retail industry, represented a structural barrier to black economic growth. The federal
government, under the auspices of the Federal Housing Administration, redlined black
neighborhoods and systematically restricted black investment in Chicago’s housing market,
maintaining residential segregation in the mid-twentieth-century.91 To buttress the ailing
housing market by providing insurance for mortgage loans offered by banks and other savings
and loan institutions, the FHA emerged in 1934 with the passage of the National Housing Act.
The FHA served to make mortgage loans much more affordable.92 The federal government’s
underwriting of mortgage loans, according to historian Beryl Satter, caused the loans to become
such a low-risk investment for banks that mortgage loan rates fell from an average of 6-8 percent
to 4 percent.93
Families across the country benefited from the federal government’s housing programs,
establishing the American housing unit as a government-protected investment, not an untenable
credit burden for homebuyers.94 The distribution of federal largesse, however, was determined
by race, and neighborhoods predominantly populated by African Americans were systematically
denied federal mortgage loan assistance. Therefore, black citizens were at an inherent
disadvantage when it came to financing residential property purchases. This played no small
part in the rise in garnishments in the black community. For African Americans, products as
91
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fundamental as homes were not a subsidized investment, as they were for white buyers, but more
an economic liability. Mortgage lenders also carefully maintained residential segregation by
offering a paucity of mortgages to black applicants. Black homeowners experienced an inherent
disadvantage in the housing market due to discrimination. Even approved African American
mortgage applicants typically were offered smaller loans bearing higher down payments and
additional charges, commissions, and fees. They additionally had shorter amortization terms,
causing African Americans to spend far more for housing loans than white applicants.95
Therefore, African Americans’ housing, garnishment, and consumer credit struggles comprised a
larger systemic credit problem for this community. This consumed black incomes, creating
tremendous profits for local white merchants, attorneys, and credit sellers, and had the added
prospect of federal and state protections upholding an inequitable system.
At the start of the consumer era, in the so-called Affluent Society, African Americans
were unable to easily obtain mortgages to finance the purchase of a home, due to discriminatory
federal and local housing policies. These policies entrapped countless new black migrants in an
economic milieu where few opportunities for advancement existed, and the homes that were
available were often undesirable and overpriced. African Americans had only one viable, and
hazardous, option to finance their housing purchases: contract buying of residential property.
Similar in theory and use as the wage assignments plaguing blacks to secure small loans, these
contracts were extremely predatory, allowing sellers to evict the contract buyers after a single
missed payment.96 In addition to contract buying, African Americans also fell victim to
“blockbusting,” which was a practice perfected by contract sellers. These sellers used fears of

95
96

Cohen, 227.
Sugrue, 38-39.

106

black investment in white communities to compel white homeowners to sell their homes cheaply.
Contract sellers were speculators of residential property, using this practice to buy up often
sizeable amounts of property only to sell the homes to black homebuyers at an inflated price on
contract. This situation resulted in severe economic deprivation in urban black communities,
because African American homebuyers were forced to work especially hard to keep up with
payments to avoid eviction and severe financial losses. In a 2015 article in the Atlantic on black
struggles in the urban North, the journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates described the housing contract as “a
predatory agreement that combined all the responsibilities of homeownership with all the
disadvantages of renting,” and none of the advantages.97 Coates cited contract buying for subpar
housing as one of many reasons to allocate reparations to black families. For our purposes, it
helps to explain the dramatic inequalities of urban life between white and black citizens during
this time. It also helps explain why garnishment hit the black community particularly hard in
Chicago, a city undergoing dramatic demographic changes.
In Chicago’s black consumer and labor market, exploitation went hand-in-hand during
the mid-twentieth century. Restricted labor opportunities limited African Americans’ job
choices to primarily unskilled work, putting African Americans in a labor category more likely
to default on a loan due to an inability to pay high down payments. Certainly, a notably higher
percentage of African Americans were employed in unskilled labor jobs. By the mid-1960s,
some 56 percent of blacks were employed in this type of work over only 33.3 percent of whites
in Chicago.98 Extensive employment in these type of jobs made African Americans much more
susceptible to garnishments, as low-paying jobs earned so little income: when creditors and
Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic, June 2014, accessed 1 December 2015,
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merchants took their share, little was left for the wage-earner. Additionally, even unskilled jobs
were less available for African Americans in Chicago by the mid-twentieth-century. Shifts in the
city’s labor market posed a serious threat to African Americans' economic prospects. By the late
1950s, entry-level industrial positions were not as readily available for unskilled laborers as
during the previous phase of the Great Migration.99 Chicago’s economy was undergoing the
beginning of a long process of deindustrialization; major industries quit the city, moving
elsewhere for cheaper operating costs and labor forces. The economic transition occurring in the
local economy, however, seemingly had little effect on the city’s bankers, creditors, and retailers,
who continued receiving huge profits from wage assignment loans. Between 1950 and 1960,
garnishment claims rose by 120 percent in the city.100
Chicago was also experiencing a mild recession at this point in the mid-1950s, while
renewed in-migration and rising garnishments become an increasing public concern. From
September 1957 to February 1958, the unemployment rate in the Chicago-Calumet region
increased from 2.7 to 6.7 percent: a significant increase resulting because of the recession. For
African Americans, however, the unemployment picture was much worse. The unemployment
rate among African Americans skyrocketed from 8.1 to 20.1 percent, 101 accounting for
Depression-level unemployment numbers. Also, African Americans accounted for close to a
fifth of the total unemployed population in the city at the start of the 1960s.102
Economic prospects for African Americans living on the South Side were not
particularly good, in spite of a “bright business picture” slowly seeping into stark relief for the
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broader economy.
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By early 1960, the recession occurring at the end of the Eisenhower

administration was over, and Chicago businessmen and economic experts predicted steady
economic growth in the new decade predicated on expanding consumer markets bolstered by
credit.104
Due to the city’s shifting labor market, black Chicago largely missed out on the
extraordinary economic growth occurring in other parts of the country in the early 1960s. The
Chicago Daily News described the “grim outline” of joblessness in the central city at the outset
of the decade. They explained that African Americans, “at the bottom of the pile to start with,”
were not likely to benefit even from a large economic expansion at the start of the 1960s due to
overwhelming structural economic forces.105 At a meeting of the Mayor’s Committee on New
Residents in 1957, Thomas Coulter, the executive director of the Chicago Association of
Commerce and Industry, explained to officials that many of the working-age migrants arriving in
Chicago would be able to secure work due to dramatic shifts in the labor market. The
industrialist noted that even though his trade group previously projected the creation of 513,000
new jobs to meet the coming labor demand in 1960, most of these positions would not require
the low wage, unskilled workers composing the great majority of the black newcomers.106
Coulter clarified that “with increasing technology and greater requirements for educational
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know-how to perform today’s and tomorrow’s jobs, we can no longer look to in-migrant
unskilled laborers to fill the job openings that will become available.”107
The unemployed of the late 1950s and the early 1960s were the first generation of
unemployed workers experiencing the early effects of postwar globalization and automation.
Chicago felt its early in this process. Coulter explained “today’s unemployed is a factory worker
whose job has been wiped out forever by basic shifts in industry, major improvements in
production techniques, [and] profound changes in our type of economy.”108 In The Origins of
the Urban Crisis (1996), Thomas Sugrue noted that major industrial firms began to
“deconcentrate production on a wide scale” from the core urban centers in the North during the
post-World War II era. African Americans, who had always been the ‘last hired and the first
fired,’ were especially hard hit by industrial decentralization.109
Racial discrimination, both in the workplace and in the city’s educational institutions,
seriously hampered African Americans’ economic prospects in the city, resulting in the
maturation of a dual urban labor market. Sociologist William Julius Wilson, who wrote
prolifically on problems of the urban crisis of the mid-1960s, clarified that shifts in the urban
industrial economy were especially problematic for African Americans. Because “education and
training” were increasingly important for entry into “more desirable and high-paying jobs,” even
these opportunities were prescribed by race.110 For example, barriers to black entry into
apprenticeship programs and jobs in skilled labor positions erected by white-dominated unions
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also aggravated African Americans’ employment prospects in the new economy.
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The gradual

diminution of the inner city’s industrial manufacturing base in the mid-twentieth-century led to
high levels of unemployment, particularly among African American men.112 Some of these
positions were replaced by service industry jobs, however, many of these jobs earned distinctly
low wages and had high turnover rates.113
By the mid-1960s, the inequalities and mounting poverty in Chicago and other major
U.S. cities was so conspicuous that President Johnson brought attention to the issue in a major
policy speech. Johnson addressed the Congress in March 1964, inaugurating the beginnings of a
War on Poverty, which the president said would uplift a “fifth of our people” denied “the
abundance, the comforts, and the opportunities” enjoyed by millions throughout the United
States.114 Johnson was joined in his concern for urban poverty by Vice President Hubert
Humphrey, who described the dual effects of racism and economic deprivation in America’s
inner cities on American society in his book titled War on Poverty. Within this text, he
bemoaned the dangers of this underlying resentment, explaining that urban America could be
“torn apart” due to the explosive power of resentment and hatred.”115 The issue of rising poverty
in U.S. cities, however, was not a new concern in 1964. A decade earlier, liberal Democratic
Senator Paul Douglas of Illinois proposed a poverty relief package of legislation including job
training initiatives, public works projects, and significant federal aid to depressed areas. The
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legislation stalled in Congress due to the recalcitrance of President Eisenhower and Republicans
in Congress.116
In the years following, America’s cities continued to decay. Migrants leaving the South
for Chicago, and other Northern urban centers in the mid-twentieth-century, were forced to face
mounting struggles; negotiation of shifts in the urban economy; widespread racial discrimination
and social barriers to economic advancement; and physical segregation. Eventually, African
Americans began reacting to rising urban poverty and discrimination with riots and other more
isolated acts of violence throughout the late 1960s. Due to being financially weakened by
inequitable credit policies and credit abuses, the rise in garnishments during the 1960s
heightened African Americans frustration. Some strove to strike back at the system desolating
their communities.
One debtor’s story led to a triple homicide in Chicago. Donald Dean Jackson, a West
Side resident called “Donnie” by those who knew him, grew overwhelming dissatisfied with
unfair charges tagged to his sale. On January 7, 1966, Jackson opened fire at Fohrman Motors,
resulting in the deaths of auto dealers Sidney and Edward Fohrman, sales manager Albert Sizer,
the debtor himself. Jackson was the twenty-four year old son of a Pentecostal reverend, and a
skilled worker employed as a draftsman at a firm called Plastic Capacitors, Inc.117 He was a
Fohrman Motors customer dissatisfied with the auto deal he signed the previous November.118
Originally, Jackson bought a 1963 Cadillac Coupe for $2,995.00, totaling to $3,114.80 with tax.
The buyer put a $1,019.80 down payment on the car, bringing the remaining balance to
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$2,095.00.

He was then charged an additional $1,111.70 for finance charges and insurance

premiums on the loan, bringing the total to $3,206.70 payable over a period of 30 months with
installments of $106.89. With annual interest on the loan at 26.75%, the total came to $4,226.50.
Once Jackson realized he had been legally swindled, he went on a shooting spree ending in
multiple killings. The social costs of credit in this case included the lives of four people: an
exceptionally high price to pay for almost unregulated credit services. This was partly because
reforms to improve the state’s crediting and garnishment practices were deferred, or watered
down, throughout the early 1960s.
The Fohrman killings caused a renewed debate in the city’s black community on unfair
crediting practices and the lingering influence of credit discrimination and untoward sales
practices. This time, the public debate on unfair crediting practices took on a more critical tone
than it had immediately following William Rodriguez’s death, which focused mostly on the
presumed ignorance of the buyer and the tragic loss of a breadwinner in the Rodriguez family.
By the mid-1960s, significant numbers of African Americans experienced the unfairness of the
city’s credit practices, causing some people to consider whether violence was a reasonable
response to consistent credit predations by unscrupulous creditors. The various sides of this
debate were featured in articles by the Chicago Defender, which published articles on the
Jackson killings in a series called “Portrait of Frustration.” The articles included the details of
the auto sale, sympathetic coverage of Jackson’s difficulties with Fohrman Motors, and the
firm’s history of untoward crediting and sales practices involving African American customers.
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The Defender’s reporting of the incident was noticeably favorable toward Jackson,
demonstrating the rising anger in the black community over the persistent threat of credit abuses
augmenting urban poverty. One article featured interviews with members of Jackson’s local
community, describing him as a “quiet, polite, intelligent and deeply religious” young man;
industrious and conscientious, but frustrated by the vagaries of modern life and the loss of his
father who recently passed away.120 In an editorial on the city’s credit problems, the Defender
excoriated the ghetto merchants abusing the system. They thus shifted blame for the
garnishment problem away from black consumers considered by urban merchants and some
policymakers as victims of their own ignorance of credit. The Defender explained that:
It is bad enough for us to be at the bottom of the economic ladder, but to be imposed
upon by avaricious, unscrupulous merchants is an ordeal we cannot much longer endure.
It is not only the illiterate Negro who falls prey to credit rackets—but also a substantial
number of intelligent Negroes whose salaries are inadequate to permit payment in cash
for the necessities as well as the luxuries that ease life’s burden.121
In its coverage of the killings, the Defender demonstrated the rising frustration in the black
community over credit slights, while also explaining the pressing nature of these severe
economic problems for all classes within the black community. For African Americans in
Chicago, the Defender’s coverage drew attention to a pivotal economic issue. The newspaper
itself served as an outlet for community members to voice their frustrations and legitimate
concerns with the city’s credit system.
The Defender used its coverage of the killings to both humanize Jackson and to allow his
side of the story to be told. In one article, the Defender even published a copy of the installment
contract Jackson signed, along with an interview with Jackson’s girlfriend, Ella Neely, allowing
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her to relate Jackson’s side of the story, as she understood it.

122

Neely explained that Jackson

was dying of leukemia. The disease, and the hopelessness he felt from of his credit problems,
steeled his resolve to die for a cause. In this case, that meant sacrificing his life to strike back
against unscrupulous creditors. Neely explained she loved Jackson, but she also agreed it was
right for him to die as a martyr “for the right reasons,” stating “that it always takes someone to
die to make it better for someone else. Now dealers will think twice about tricking someone.”123
The Defender’s coverage also evinced a significant level of community support for
Jackson’s actions, as well as a high level of class-consciousness and awareness of the
exploitation experienced by members of the black community at the hands of local credit
merchants and retailers. The newspaper published sections of letters from community members
to Jackson’s mother, noting their support for the Jacksons: some of the letters also contained
financial contributions to the family.124 One letter from a particularly militant writer, selfidentified as “Westsider,” explained that “we openly regard Donnie as a hero and what he did as
one of the most courageous and uplifting deeds in the whole history of our race’s struggle for
justice.”125 Another letter from a “Northside correspondent” also exclaimed the heroism of
Jackson’s actions, and that “he really had the courage that many other people lacked when they
were fleeced…he died a martyr’s death and did a great deed for mankind.”126 These contributors
and the Defender newspaper demonstrated a keen understanding of the daily exploitation and
abuses visited on the black community.
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Community-wide discussions on the black community’s struggles with credit
exploitation, such as the one initiated by the Defender, were consciousness-raising experiences
demonstrating a high level of community awareness of the exploitation being visited upon
African Americans and other people of color. In an article written a year earlier on the economic
status of African Americans in the urban North, Sociologist St. Clair Drake wrote that economic
exploitation such as industrial credit discrimination resulted in a “keen awareness of the extent of
their victimization, as well as knowledge of the forces that maintain it. Not lack of knowledge
but a sense of powerlessness is the key to the Negro reaction” to these abuses.127 Certainly the
letters to Mrs. Jackson from members of the black community demonstrated a high level of
understanding of their economic exploitation and exploiters, as well as a strong desire to correct
these wrongs. Acts of violence such as the Fohrman killings seemingly played a cathartic role
for some people begrudging urban merchants’ financial stranglehold on the black community. A
year later, due to what Drake called a sense of “powerlessness,” riots occurred in Chicago and
other Northern cities. Incidents like the Jackson killings and the riots perhaps allowed the
participants an opportunity to feel “in control of their own fate, if only for a moment.”128
This more militant approach to dealing with credit abuses was not sanctioned by all.
Some people wrote letters to the editor noting their opposition to the Defender’s positive
coverage of the incident. One letter to the editor called Jackson’s high credit charges: “legalized
robbery,” yet acknowledged that “taking the law into your own hands is always wrong.”129
Another letter-writer, Henry Jackson, bemoaned the Defender’s positive coverage of Jackson,
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writing that the Defender “canonized and elevated to sainthood” a known murder suspect.

130

The Daily Defender was compelled to respond to the letters by noting that it does not sanction
violence as a response to credit predations, but that “large numbers of the community”
considered credit industry abuses to be so odious and pervasive that they were “willing to
condone Jackson’s violence.”131 The newspaper also noted that if significant sections of the
community shared militant, “antisocial” views, then these issues should be publicly discussed so
the community could “decide what to do about it.”132 The newspaper ominously noted that to
ignore the issue “would be the most extreme sort of folly.”133
The Jackson killings demonstrated the ongoing need for reform of the state’s crediting
and garnishment system due to financial hardships caused by unfair credit practices. The
economic deprivation of Chicago’s black community was the result of not just garnishment, but
also mortgage discrimination and barriers to African Americans’ occupational advancement in
the workplace. All of these issues and structural problems reinforced each other, as social
barriers to economic advancement kept African Americans impoverished and thus more likely to
be garnished. Credit discrimination itself, as we have seen, led to more garnishments. Economic
exploitation and discrimination had the dual effects of causing extraordinary financial damage
and a rise in violence in America’s urban centers during the mid to late-1960s. Indeed,
consumers’ social and economic well-being was often inhibited by garnishments. Unfortunately,
a racial dynamic exacerbated the problem, as its worst excesses were visited on minority
communities struggling to adjust to urban life. Racial discrimination during credit transactions
intensified the problem. Garnishments presented Chicago residents with an intractable problem.
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In spite of these challenges, their community organizations and the city government gradually
attempted to resolve in a piecemeal approach after William Rodriguez’s death, which shook the
community, resulting in popular and official efforts to improve the problem.

CHAPTER 3: THE LIMITS OF COMMUNITY-BASED REFORM, 1957-1967
Rising garnishments, unequal access to credit, and predatory lending in working-class
communities in Chicago caused a citywide discussion on consumer credit. As city leaders
groped for solutions, public dialogue began in the media, the halls of government, and within
neighborhood community organizations. Community-based and local and state government
responses to the garnishment problem varied, and all had considerable limitations. The solutions
represented a spectrum of possibilities primarily centered on the education of consumers.
Concerned community groups, the city, and state governments targeted the working-class and the
city’s newcomers from the South; establishing consumer credit education programs. This
solution to the garnishment problem involved instructing wage-earners to make good consumer
choices. It was predicated more on working-class consumption, and thus inevitably more debt,
but through less exploitative means. This liberal solution assumed that the working-class was
ignorant and needed education, believing they were in fact partly to blame for the problem. This
moderate solution did not alter power structures, and instead lent a hand to help workers navigate
and mitigate the worst exploitations of those structures individually. The education programs
were innovative, providing a public service, but failed to curtail garnishment abuses. They did
not address systemic injustices or alter the standing of wage-earning debtors vis-à-vis creditors in
Chicago: only the complete abolition of garnishment could seemingly accomplish that.
During the 1960s, some people came to the conclusion that garnishment must be
eliminated, altogether. Attorney Mark Satter argued that garnishment should be abolished. He
briefly served as a member of the legislative committee for the City agency tasked with finding
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legislative solutions for the problem. With his experience and understanding of the garnishment
issue, Satter insisted wage assignments be discontinued as they violated workers’ human and
property rights. Satter argued that eliminating garnishment would “put the buyer and seller on a
more even basis” because the seller would not be able to threaten the wage earners’ livelihood or
drain exorbitant amounts of workers’ property: their earned-wages.1 Satter wanted to separate
wage and employment penalties from credit availability, leveling the playing field for workingclass borrowers. He was supported by a handful of militant community groups, such as unions,
also accepting that garnishment violated workers’ rights. Unfortunately, his approach conflicted
with that of many liberal, local community organizations and civic leaders. Many of these
groups were not ready to re-conceptualize the relationship between wages and consumption, or
to militantly challenge the merchant class making millions from garnishments and untoward
credit practices. Satter took a far more progressive stance than many of his contemporaries in
the legal field, arguing that workers had a right to their wages. To Satter, withholding workers’
wages through garnishments violated their human rights. Satter maintained that the state
legislature’s habit of passing off adjustments to the wage exemption limit in garnishment as
reform did little to provide relief. Garnishment itself hindered their employment prospects and
ability to hold a job. Only eliminating garnishment could provide relief, according to Satter. He
also argued that creditors’ use of workers’ employment against them through threats of
garnishment, thus alerting their job of their credit problems, threatened their livelihoods: thus
causing considerable harm to this class of laborers.2
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The city and some local community groups developed an approach to this issue
consistent with a narrow kind of “growth liberalism” that favored rapid economic growth. They
were fine with helping people by providing education on credit and consumption, but not with
reconsidering the inequitable distribution of incomes or credit in working-class areas.3 Historian
Robert M. Collins explained in More: the Politics of Economic Growth in Postwar America
(2000), that liberals in the 1950s and 1960s broadly supported more consumer spending and
production, but were unwilling to reconsider the nature of production or “the uses to which
production was put.”4 Chicago community groups and civic organizations were often led by
businessmen wanting to provide relief to the garnished, but not to reconsider the relationship
between wages and consumption. Creditors, for their part, considered the garnishment system to
be very useful, fighting to maintain the collections regime with minor modifications over the
years. This regime gave them an extraordinary amount of power and leverage over buyers.
By the late-1950s, the City of Chicago attempted to provide some relief to debtors from
credit fraud through its own independent efforts. Additionally, both the City of Chicago, through
the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents, and scores of local community organizations worked
to establish credit unions selling credit at reasonable prices. These credit unions provided a level
of instruction through their own consumer education programs, helping members of the city’s
multi-ethnic working-class to accumulate wealth through savings. As innovative as the state and
city’s solutions were, none of these options were a panacea for the mounting garnishment abuses
and bankruptcies plaguing the city, inhibiting economic growth. The actions taken were an
important step forward in the campaign against garnishments, but only substantive legislative
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reform could significantly improve the standing of garnished workers. By the beginning of the
1960s, the City made recommendations for garnishment legislation. Unfortunately, their
proposals were not enough to eradicate the problem, because they left the institutions of wage
assignment and garnishment in place.
Local elites were also supportive of the goals of the consumer education programs, both
those in local schools and those sponsored by the broader community. In a community forum on
consumer credit, hosted by retail merchants in October 1959, Abner Mikva commented that
education was the “ultimate solution” to the state’s consumer credit and garnishment problems.5
Mikva noted that “part of the educational job that must be done” involved heightening people’s
awareness about the problem, particularly the debtors themselves. He reasoned that local
community groups could be particularly indispensable in these efforts. Mikva acknowledged
that many Illinois debtors “led a hand-to-mouth existence,” seemingly having little political
power to effect change. He felt, however, that community education initiatives could raise
people’s consciousness about the problem, which could lead to change.6
The Chicago Urban League was an organization having the potential to implement
substantive changes. It even had a militant leader, Sidney Williams, whose perspective was
closer to Satter’s. There were considerable internal challenges as a result of mounting opposition
from the organizations’ fundraisers to Williams’ militant leadership style; as a result, he was
pushed out of his position in 1955.7 As part of its efforts to reconstitute itself, the League shut
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down for several months, re-opening in 1956 with an amended agenda and new leadership.

8

During the short interregnum, an advisory committee made up of 34 representatives from the
business, labor, and religious communities selected Edwin Berry of the Portland Urban League
to serve as executive director. He soon developed a moderate approach to the garnishment issue
consistent with the elite goal of educating working-class consumers.9
As the city’s garnishment problems grew more pressing, the Chicago Urban League’s
board of directors authorized Edwin Berry to use the CUL’s research department to analyze the
garnishment problem. The goal was to consider potential recommendations for the League to
move forward on the issue. 10 At the October 1958 meeting of the Chicago Urban League’s
board of directors, Berry addressed board members, reporting back to them the findings of his
team of researchers. Their investigations highlighted the black community’s unique difficulties
with consumer credit, identifying African Americans as targets of consumer credit abuses.11
After hearing Berry’s report, the League authorized funds for a Consumer Credit
Education Project to be offered as a new social service by the CUL. The education programs
were developed in conjunction with the efforts of the League’s extensive network of partners
from the city’s business, labor, and religious communities.12 In a letter written by CUL Vice
President James Worthy to his “fellow businessmen” on the board, he described the major goals
of the Consumer Education program, including; providing counseling for budgeting and
spending; raising public awareness about garnishment, wage assignment, and bankruptcy;
8
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increasing understandings of the variety of unethical practices of unscrupulous Chicago
creditors; and instructing members of the public on how to read a contract.13 The education
program also emphasized issues especially problematic for African Americans, such as false
advertising in credit, aggressive sales tactics of retailers and other credit merchants, and the
economic restructuring occurring in the city which “have a particular effect on the Negro
consumer market.”14
The Chicago Urban League established the most broad-based and well-funded consumer
education program in the city by the late 1950s. The CUL’s public education initiatives, for
example its Consumer Education Program, were central to the League’s efforts in the late 1950s
improving the black community through education and research of major social and economic
problems.15 This somewhat passive approach to the garnishment problem by the League fit
closely with its preferred method of using research and public education initiatives to effect
citywide change. According to a fact sheet on the CUL printed by one of its major contributors,
the Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago, the League was described as “more interested in
what it leads others to do[,] than what it is able to do itself.”16 Certainly the goal of educating
black consumers, many of whom were migrants newly arrived from the South often unfamiliar
with Northern credit practices, fit with the League’s self-identified “primary obligation” in 1957.
Their commitment was to “assist the community in urbanizing Negro newcomers” through
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education programs.

17

Funding requests for CUL programs like the consumer education

program were often justified by CUL officials on the grounds that they were to “urbanize” black
migrants: a goal shared by the League and its network of fundraisers.18
Urbanizing the migrants meant instructing newcomers in Northern social mores, as well
as a level of cultural indoctrination of the migrants. In a letter to Mayor Daley, Edwin Berry
explained, “urbanizing is in fact acculturation which involves the learning and absorbing of the
desirable aspects of the new culture.” From the League’s perspective, the consumer education
program was consistent with this objective, because it was meant to improve city residents’
understandings of the modern credit system. In a missive transmitted to CUL donors, the League
explained that there was a need in the city for “further development of Urban League work” to
meet the “almost crisis situation which confronts Chicago with the continuing Negro population
increase.”19
The League branch in Chicago conducted extensive research on the garnishment
problem, earning a high degree of credibility in Chicago as a community organization with a
strong focus on the issue. The Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago, a major fundraiser for
the League, noted in its 1961 evaluation of the CUL that it was a prolific fundraising
organization. Additionally, they admired the CUL as the only League branch in the country with
“an established Research Department.”20 The Welfare Council also noted the League was using
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its considerable resources to educate the public on the need for a statewide Fair Employment
Practices Law and the need for reform of the garnishment system.
Much of the League’s focus throughout its history has been on education of the black
working-class. The League was founded in 1910, and just three years later it created vocational
educational programs for children and adults. 21 During the 1950s and 1960s, the League
promoted programs broadly supported by the public, such as its Youth Guidance Program
providing counseling to students, and its Back to School campaign, which “received the support
of both the schools, neighborhood houses, and financial institutions.”22 The institution’s focus
on public education was perhaps especially politick for the League, because it was a fairly
neutral issue, not involving radical social change. Historian Touré F. Reed explained in his
book, Not Alms But Opportunity (2008), that even in its early days the League emphasized
education. Its founders believed that “capitalists were driven largely by their desire to increase
productivity and profits, the League assumed that the efficient performance of black labor would
eclipse employer race prejudice.”23 With this in mind, it is no surprise the League chose this
kind of approach. After all, the rise in garnishments in the black community was a workplace
concern, and as noted in the previous chapter, surveyed Chicago employers considered
garnishment to be one, if not their biggest, concern when it came to employing minority job
applicants in a study published in 1956. As a partner to business in the black community, the
CUL was responsive to the perceived need to educate garnished workers.
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Due to its extensive network of financial supporters, the Urban League’s Chicago branch
was particularly well situated to develop broad-based consumer education programs. The
League branch was the largest in the country by 1960. It had a dedicated staff and received
significant largesse from local donors. The Chicago Community Fund, a deep-pocketed
philanthropic organization, paid for half of the CUL’s operating budget. Also, the League
branch received extensive funding through its network of private donors that could afford to pay
for expensive community-wide social programs.24 Berry was well suited for the position; he was
a prolific fundraiser for the League. During his first four years as executive director, the CUL
grew rapidly, enjoying generous support from important sources of largesse such as the Chicago
Community Fund and the Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago. From 1957-1961, the
Community Fund tripled its fundraising support for the League. The League also enjoyed the
financial support of the Chicago Association of Commerce and Industry, an important business
organization now known as the Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce.25 By the early 1960s, the
League garnered extensive corporate sponsorship. Its corporate supporters included
Commonwealth Edison, Company, Illinois Bell Telephone Company, Acme Steel Company, and
the First National Bank of Chicago to name a few.26
The League informed its contributors of its ambitious goal of working to solve “one of
the city’s most significant social and economic problems,” quickly receiving significant local
financial support for its consumer education initiative.27 The local Urban League branch used
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the occasion of a dinner party to reach out for support to its network of mostly-white
contributors. The dinner party invitation list included leaders from the city’s labor, political, and
religious communities, as well as representatives from firms including International Harvester,
Sears-Roebuck, and Supreme Liberty Life Insurance.28 Another major fundraising program
sponsored by the CUL for the consumer education program included a jazz festival held on
August 7, 1959. Chicago Stadium, which could accommodate 19,000 people, was selected by
the CUL as the venue for the concert.29 The music event included household names in jazz,
featuring artists from around the country, including Count Basie, Joe Williams, Miles Davis,
Dakota Staton, the Dizzy Gillespie Quintet, the Dave Brubeck Quartet, and the Kai Winding
Septet, with Mort Sahl, a famous stand-up comedian, as the host.30 The League relied on “a
small, but enthusiastic”31 group of guarantors underwriting the cost of the event. The donors
pledged to raise $16,800.00 to pay for the concert by selling hundreds of tickets for the $25, $15,
and $10 seats.32
The League benefited greatly from the concert. All profits from the event went to the
League’s consumer education program, with none of the money from the agency’s operating
budget going toward concert costs.33 Mrs. Kathryn Dickerson, who helped raise concert funds
on behalf of the Chicago Woman’s Council, noted that the list of patrons and sponsors read like a
veritable “who’s who in Chicago.”34 Major firms and organizations, such as the Agar Packing
Company, the Chicago National Bank, and Supreme Liberty Life Insurance were guarantors for
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the $25 tickets.

35

The League also sold general admission tickets more affordable tickets to the

public for as little as $2.20.36 These fundraising events demonstrated the League’s dedication to
the garnishment problem, allowing the League to establish a robust consumer education
program.
Much of the work of the CUL’s consumer education program started in 1959 was carried
out through its newly-established South Side Community Council. Previously, Urban League
officials used community-wide conferences on local issues to not only spur on community
involvement by South Side residents, but also to announce the establishment of the new
organization. In December 1956, the Urban League hosted panel discussions, attended by 50
different community organizations, to consider steps to address the city’s mounting social,
cultural, and economic problems.37 The conference attendees focused on issues of major
concern to South Side community members, such as urban poverty, juvenile delinquency, and
abysmal health and welfare standards. 38
The major outcome of the conference was a resolution establishing the Central South
Side Community Council, which was to act as “a coordinating, action, and planning body”39 for
“health and welfare services.” 40 The CUL established and staffed the South Side Community
Council in early 1957 to “serve the area from 22nd to 63rd Street and from Cottage Grove to

35

Ibid.
Ibid.
37
“Propose Council to Attack Problems of South Side,” Chicago Defender, 24 December 1956.
38
“Central South Civic Council to Hear Panel,” Chicago Daily Tribune, 21 April 1957.
39
“A Summary Report of a Community Leadership Workshop,” Chicago Urban League, April 1960, Box 286,
Folder 9, Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago Papers, University of Illinois, Chicago, Special Collections,
Chicago, Illinois
40
William Bacon, Director of Area Welfare Planning Department, Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago to
Members of the Reviewing Committee on the Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago and the Chicago Urban
League, November 1957, Box 185, Folder 6, Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago Papers, University of
Illinois, Chicago, Special Collections, Chicago, Illinois
36

129

Wentworth Avenues,” with an interest in the “development, and continuity of leadership, and
41

cooperative action.”42 The committee considered health and welfare improvements, resolving to
survey existing services. Such committees helped improve communication between the groups.
By the end of the decade, organizations such as the Chicago Urban League and the Central South
Side Community Council worked together on health and consumer education programs.
Throughout the late 1950s and into the early 1960s, Chicago community organizations struggled
with the shared problem of integrating thousands of black migrants pouring into the city each
year.
For the Urban League, the Central South Side Community Council represented an
important link to the grassroots organizations on the South Side. Vernon Williams, the newly
appointed chairman of the community council, explained that the organization’s main purpose
was to coordinate projects throughout the city. In an interview at a community conference,
Williams commented, “from these hearings will evolve a direct avenue of action to solve some
of the problems which are disorganizing our community.” He also noted that the council filled
an important need to help community groups to “join forces against the poisonous influences that
are eating away at our community.”43 At a leadership workshop sponsored by the community
council, the group identified augmented consumer education as a goal for the South Side. The
organization promoted education programs, as well as special events relating to consumer credit
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education.

44

The community council also worked with other neighborhood-specific community

councils to coordinate projects and sponsor conferences on issues important in the respective
communities.
One of the recommended goals developed by the workshop included “improving
programs and services to curb disturbed and disorganized family situations, such as juvenile
delinquency prevention, home management and installment buying, education, and marriage
counseling.”45 Other groups throughout the city shared the community council’s interest in
consumer credit. These groups circulated information on consumer credit, attempting to educate
their members on credit buying with consumer credit literature listing community groups and
government bodies one could turn to for assistance.
The League’s Community Service Department took up the task of developing the
education programs in tandem with the Central South Side Community Council.46 The programs
were designed to address the need for good consumer credit buying, and the League identified
four aspects of the garnishment problem that would be addressed by the project. The education
programs were meant to provide counseling for good budgeting; information on wage
garnishments and its correlation to the rise in bankruptcies; instruction on the sometimesunethical credit practices used by Chicago credit operators; and advice on how to read a contract.
Edwin Berry explained that the Urban League responded to the need for adult and childhood
consumer education with public consumer instruction programs, printing informational
materials.
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The Urban League came up with a number of innovative ways to encourage good credit
practices among its members. One educational tool the League disseminated to its members was
the Ten Commandments of credit buying for “people who can think for themselves.”47 The Ten
Commandments enumerated several good practices and factors to consider when buying credit.
Along with printed advice on good credit buying practices, the League also provided a list of
agencies with contact information consumers could utilize if they ran into credit trouble. It
advised its clients about good consumer credit practices through counseling services.48 The CUL
earnestly promoted its campaign against garnishments, and in comments to the press noted the
utility of credit, but also its shortcomings, explaining:
We know full well the meaning of credit in our economy. We have no desire to kill or
thwart it. We know for millions of Americans, credit can be a God-send, for millions
more it has proved to be a death trap. We should like to teach that credit should be used
not abused by either the debtor or the creditor.”49
Even the Urban League, which was clearly ambivalent about the effects of credit use in the black
community, acknowledged the utility of credit and its lasting importance to all consumers. It
therefore sought to prepare black credit users so they might use credit sensibly and safely.
These issues coincided with an education crisis that was unfolding in Chicago due to the
city’s racially segregated public education system and the crisis inevitably augmented young
minority consumers’ difficulties with consumer credit due to inadequate public school
instruction. Other authors have written extensively on Chicago’s education problems during this
period, noting the roles played by city officials such as Mayor Daley and Superintendent Willis.
These officials carefully maintained educational segregation and social barriers to minorities’
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educational advancement as a way to appeal to working-class, white constituents.

50

Ira

Katznelson and Margaret Weir’s book, Schooling for All, explained that overcrowding in
Chicago public schools in African American neighborhoods by the early 1960s was so intense,
many parents attempted to transfer their children to better-funded white schools bearing better
teacher to student ratios. The student transfers, however, were consistently blocked by
Superintendent Willis, who enforced an arbitrary prohibition on black student transfers. Willis
eventually resigned out of frustration in 1963, as a court order secured by local parents forced
him to accept the Chicago Board of Education’s order to allow some schools to receive African
American transfer students.51
The Great Migration intensified the situation, because it naturally increased the number
of students needing a public education, straining the budgets of underfunded, inner-city school
districts. In early 1958, according to an NAACP report reprinted in the journal, Crisis, majorityblack schools swelled to an average of 1,275 pupils, while predominantly white schools averaged
only 669 pupils.52 Additionally, teachers in majority-black school districts were typically
poorly-paid, the schools were inadequately staffed, and the city “spent only two-thirds as much
educating” black students as their white peers.53 The rising enrollments of African American
students in Chicago schools was accompanied by a white flight from inner-city school districts to
those in the suburbs.54 Education funds often disappeared with the white students.55 The
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demographics of the average garnished worker were a young black male working in an unskilled,
menial labor job. Many of these workers previously attended over-crowded inner-city schools,56
which provided students with inadequate educational instruction in core fields such as math and
science. Good instruction in consumer economics, thus, was not a high priority in majorityblack schools.
In spite of severe and lingering barriers to Chicago minorities’ educational advancement,
and the inadequacies of central city schools’ academic instruction, communities of color in
Chicago worked to improve their students’ understandings of consumer credit. The community
as a whole had the goal of making community-wide improvements to the understanding of
consumer credit. Much of the early support for consumer education programs, both for youths
and adults, came from within the black community in Chicago, not the Chicago Public School
system. Some South Side educators, community groups, and a handful of local schools
established consumer credit education programs as early as the late 1950s. Such programs hoped
to address the city’s garnishment problems through educational instruction of communities and
individuals. Despite their extraordinary challenges, some schools on the South Side promoted
consumer education programs and activities independently. The pervasiveness of credit and
consumer difficulties in minority communities caused many educators to consider how best to
instruct the next generation about the proper use of credit. Englewood School, now known as
TEAM Englewood Community Academy, offered a consumer education course in 1959
specifically addressing good consumer and credit buying practices.57 The course was meant to
instruct area students about how to “stretch” their future earnings and to locate adequate sources
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of credit. According to Englewood School Principal Eugene Beaver, the class was meant to “put
extra dollars into the consumers’ pocket by teaching him to increase his purchasing power.”58
Other consumer credit education programs geared toward secondary school students
were initiated by private entities and individuals. The South Side Bank and Trust Company
worked to educate secondary school students on the South Side about good credit buying
practices. The bank was noteworthy in that in 1958, it appointed Earl B. Dickerson to serve on
its board of directors. Dickerson was the first African American banker to sit on the board of a
white-owned bank.59 In 1958, Cornelius Lott, an African American banker in the public
relations department of the bank, proposed the lending institution initiate its own consumer
education program targeting local schools and PTA groups. The bank reached hundreds of local
students and parents through program events at a number of area schools.60 Lott addressed
students at Dunbar Vocational High School and Wendell Phillips Night School, while also
addressing PTA groups, church groups, and club groups. Lott’s program attempted to point “out
the pitfalls of credit buying, and [he] warned his hearers against being taken advantage of.”61
Many local organizations developed similar types of consumer education programs, while the
Chicago Defender engaged in its own consumer education campaign. Their program included
community activities focused around consumer issues, and education initiatives to heighten
African Americans’ interest in public consumer education. The newspaper’s consumer
education campaign reached a large population by sponsoring community events, as well as
through articles emphasizing good consumer practices.62 In conjunction with the Chicago
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Housewives Association, a middle class black women's organization with a background in
consumer advocacy,63 the newspaper worked to arrange a consumer education event meant to
engage community members in discussions and activities centered on consumer education and
credit concerns. The married women’s organization exercised considerable influence on the
South Side, counting among its members high-ranking society women including clubwoman
Irene McCoy Gaines, Myrtle Sengstacke, the wife of John Sengstacke, owner of the Chicago
Defender,64 and Gladys Hampton, the wife of celebrated jazz musician Lionel Hampton.65 The
Housewives Association offered an individualist solution addressing the working-class’
difficulties in the sphere of consumption by cultivating good consumer practices in the black
community through activities, events, and consumer counseling.66 Even their slogan emphasized
economic empowerment through informed female stewardship of the domestic economy; the
slogan was “to give greater knowledge to the housewives which will serve as power for an
increased economic independence that makes for better living.”67 One popular event, promoted
by the Housewives Association and the Chicago Defender, was the Home Service Exposition,
featuring live entertainment and promoting a set of good consumer practices. Held at Park City
Bowl on 63rd Street, the main event of the exposition was the coronation for the 1957 “Mrs.
Homemaker” contest. 68
The Mrs. Homemaker Contest was an annual event featuring contestants from the South
Side demonstrating desirable domestic female characteristics, particularly good consumer
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practices. The occasion was billed as “A Consumer Spectacular!” by the Defender, and was free
to the public, who turned out in droves for the event.69 The newspaper worked in coordination
with the Chicago Housewives Association and the Chicago Urban League to come up with the
desired virtues of the “Queen of the Home.”
The ideal candidate for the crown was a woman who “demonstrated ability as a
household manager,” and who gave “her attention to the family’s health; its personal appearance;
its education, [and] its spiritual development.”70 The ideal candidate was not solely concerned
with domestic issues. She also was “judged by her civic abilities and her attention to community
welfare, her participation in [the] affairs of her community and her interest in her citizenship
rights.”71 This training was aimed at the individual, instilling values through individual
education. In numerous articles, some of which were printed a whole month in advance of the
event, the newspaper listed the preferred qualifications of a winning candidate, encouraging
women in the community to nominate the person they thought possessed these civic and
domestic virtues. In an article prior to the event, the newspaper printed that “all Defenderland
awaits the big day” when the new queen was to be crowned at Park City Bowl.
On the opening day of the four-day exhibition, Mrs. Homemaker was crowned. The
selection committee chose Mrs. Rosa Robinson, an Alabama native and former student at the
Tuskegee Institute, as Mrs. Homemaker.72 The “petite and pretty” Mrs. Robinson, who the
Defender called a “wonder wife,” was a mother of 6 boys, and seemingly had no time for herself.
As a mother, PTA member, chairperson of her block club, and church committee member, Mrs.
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Robinson was very busy. But she exemplified the characteristics of the ideal mother in 1957:
shrewd, thoughtful, and economical. Mrs. Homemaker was the main event, but the exposition
also featured talks on good consumer practices. Spectators at the event were eligible to win free
prizes, including a 14 foot speedboat and a gas range.73 The event also featured booths by over
80 beauticians, manufactures, and other homemakers.74 Sessions on good budgeting, shopping,
and cooking at the “Home Interest” forum additionally drew attention.75 Social events, such as
the Home Service Exposition, demonstrated a growing public interest in consumption. They also
engaged the public through entertaining activities meant to encourage thrift and good consumer
practices. In previous years, Chicago’s black elites attempted to alter the social habits of the
African American working-class. Inculcating good behavioral practices among the poor was a
bourgeoisie goal for some time in Chicago. During the early phase of the Great Migration, the
black Old Settlers76 attempted to assimilate the new migrants by teaching them appropriate
standards of decorum.77 During the latter phase of the migration, new groups such as the
Housewives Association and the CUL attempted to establish standards of appropriate social
behavior, particularly in the area of consumption. This strategy eschewed a more militant,
collectivist approach to the problem, and was consistent with the black elites’ approach to major
social problems affecting the poor.
Other agencies also strove to improve public understanding of consumer credit and good
credit buying practices by putting on conferences and inviting speakers to address the key issues.
Community groups from around the city, with a multitude of agendas, invited experts to discuss
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current credit laws, consider good buying practices, and talk about what not to do when making
purchases using consumer credit. A Chicago Urban League conference on consumer credit in
September 1959 was an opportunity for discussion of the key issues by four experts on consumer
credit and garnishment law.78 The speaker series featured a variety of elite opinions on the
garnishment issue, however, the panelists unanimously agreed on the causes of rising
bankruptcies and defaults in Chicago. They slightly disagreed on the best solution to the
problem. Three of the speakers considered the consumer education programs to be the best
solution to the garnishment problem. Several of the conference speakers, including Carl S.
Hobbett, the general manager of the Cook County Credit Bureau; Price Patton of the Financial
Adjustment Company; and U.S. Attorney Nicholas Manos all agreed on the need for greater
investment in consumer education programs targeting adult consumers. The conference speakers
enumerated good credit buying techniques, lauding the consumer education work of
organizations like the Chicago Urban League.
No clear consensus among Chicago civic leaders arose regarding how to move forward
and mitigate garnishment abuses in the city. Indecision among elites about how to handle the
garnishment problem, and a lack of political will among local elites to effect significant change,
defined the early public response to the garnishment. As a result, consumer education initiatives
were the best, most workable response to the problem. Attorney Landon Chapman, whose firm
took on hundreds of bankruptcy cases in 1959, considered the problem too severe to be solved by
an education campaign alone.79 He said that public education campaigns, even radio and
newspaper ads, would prove to be ineffectual in educating buyers sufficiently. Selling items on
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contract was too profitable of a business, and unscrupulous sellers’ techniques were too “clever”
to prevent without legal remedies. He said, however, it seemed “impossible to find any means of
protecting the buyer without injuring the credit business.”80 The attorney’s solution was simple,
laissez-fair: he stated the only way to fix the garnishment problem “is by preventing sellers from
using skillful techniques and fraud in selling.” He offered no viable plan to do so: instead, his
proposal left the power in credit transactions in the hands of the creditors. Carl Hobbett offered
his support for the League’s consumer education campaign, calling on other groups including
religious organizations, public agencies, and the media to step up their efforts educating the
public on consumer credit and the pitfalls of credit buying.81 Price Patton, an agent at a debt
adjustment company, enumerated several good credit buying techniques, but offered no viable
solution to the mounting garnishments and resulting bankruptcies.82
One other potential solution to the poor’s credit problems receiving broad support was
increased use of credit unions by wageworkers. Due to cheap credit rates, and their ability to
serve as a savings institution, some community leaders considered credit unions as a solution to
the poverty and garnishment problems that beset Chicago’s working-class. Throughout Illinois,
consumers’ utilization of credit unions increased during the mid-twentieth-century. The Illinois
Credit Union League, a statewide trade organization representing over a thousand Illinois credit
unions by the late 1950s,83 reported the total assets of savings and loan institutions like credit
unions and consumer co-ops in Illinois amounted to $359 million in 1958: nearly a 9 percent
increase from the previous year.84 In 1958, Illinois had over 1,583 credit unions and over
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700,000 members, leading the nation in terms of the amount of credit unions.

85

One hundred

thirty-two new credit unions were established in Illinois in that year, the most of any state in the
country.86 Credit unions, developed for the expressed purpose of providing cheap financing,
generally strove to empower the community members they served. During the early to midtwentieth century, branch banking was restricted throughout much of the country by state laws
establishing barriers to the expansion of large banks into local banking markets.87 Many states
prohibited branch banking altogether, while others “allowed only intracity branches.”88 With
financing options very limited for all consumers, particularly consumers of color during this
time, credit unions quickly multiplied, even in working-class areas.
The development of credit unions was considered by some intellectuals and economists
to be one of the best viable solutions to the social disorganization created by high volumes of
almost-unrestricted credit. These financial institutions provided cheap credit, and also helped to
educate the public about proper credit use through one-on-one counseling and public education
programs. Some credit unions established classes to educate consumers on proper crediting and
buying habits. In one Defender article, credit unions’ supporters, and the people helping to
establish them, were called “a few dedicated souls who have vision.” Jerry Voorhis, a
Democratic politician89 and stalwart supporter of credit unions and cooperative associations,
outlined some of the factors about credit unions that were appealing to their users in a piece
published in the IUD Agenda, an AFL-CIO publication. A lower interest rate was one of the
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main factors identified by Voorhis attracting credit users. He noted, “if the rate of interest is
high, then every home, every manufactured article, every item of food will cost the consumer
that much more than if the rate of interest were low.”90 Credit unions also allowed people to
refinance their existing debt at a lower interest rate.
Chicago credit union patrons demonstrated their agency by forming cooperatives, pooling
their resources, and creating economies of scale allowing them to borrow and purchase consumer
goods under improved circumstances.91 The credit unions served as a financial “intermediary,
gathering savings from its members by selling deposit type accounts called shares and lending
these funds to its members in the form of consumer loans.”92 The drive to spread credit unions
and the cooperative ideal in the United States in terms of financing amounted to an economic and
social movement based off of the “Rochdale principles” of cooperative association in economics
originally developed in Europe.93 These principles were the core values of the movement,
including “open membership, democratic control by members, limited return on shared capital,
and net savings returned to members in proportion to their patronage.”94
Use of credit unions increased dramatically during the mid-twentieth-century in the
United States. 95 By the mid-1950s, credit unions supplied nearly 6 percent of the nation’s
installment credit.96 In the United States, credit unions were first widely used during the Great
Depression, after the passage of the 1934 Federal Credit Union Act permitting the formation of
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chartered credit unions.

97

Chartered credit unions were restricted from doing business with the

general public, serving a membership generally based off of a “common bond” garnered from
their shared “occupation, association, or residence.”98 The clients’ ownership of the credit
unions, as well as low interest rates and finance charges, made the financial institutions wildly
popular at a time when the number of financing options was severely circumscribed for many
urban populations. By 1945, the total estimated assets of U.S. credit unions amounted to $435
million held by some 8,900 credit unions.99 By the early 1960s, the number of credit unions in
the United States nearly tripled, and their assets exceeded $7 billion.100
Credit unions were particularly popular in Chicago during the 1950s and 1960s, and
black investment in banks, savings and loan institutions, and credit unions rose rapidly during the
mid-twentieth-century.101 The Defender noted the rising investment in savings accounts, as well
as the added financial benefits of ownership of dividend-bearing accounts. These accounts
sometimes produced dividends as high as 5 percent. The Defender lauded what it called “the
gospel of thrift” that was being accepted by scores of African Americans in Chicago.102 Much of
the augmented investment was deposited in credit unions, which the Defender supported. One
Defender columnist explained that credit unions “have become extremely important to the
economic status of African Americans.”103 Another Defender article noted that credit unions
provided so much in the way of financial support to the poor, they earned “for themselves the
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reputation of being a cross between a bank and a religious movement.”

104

The Defender

celebrated credit unions as contributing to “well-planned thrift” because the financial institutions
helped members chart their financing choices more thoroughly. Credit unions also provided
better service because “they are run by the members for the members.”105 The article
emphasized that credit unions engendered a sense of working-class solidarity: in this shared
financing unit, “members know each other well,” and “because borrowers feel a strong moral
obligation to repay their friends, losses are remarkably low.”106
Credit unions gave working-class credit buyers a higher degree of financial freedom to
purchase the consumer goods they needed, while also providing a level of social mobility to
some credit users. Furthermore, the institutions provided a modicum of social security to their
members, because credit unions charged lower interest rates, were owned by the borrowers, and
often paid high dividends for invested funds.107 Many of the financial institutions developed
strong reputations and credibility as well, due to their enduring popularity in Chicago. Some
credit unions, like the Hyde Park People’s Co-op Credit Union, had been in business for decades,
served thousands of customers, and had loanable assets well into the millions of dollars in the
early 1960s.108 Clarence Cornelius, an African American raised on the South Side, rose quickly
in the ranks of the Hyde Park Co-Op Credit Union. He started out as a collections manager, and
within four years at the credit union, was promoted to an assistant treasurer. Cornelius’
promotion marked the first time an African American “ever held a policy making position with
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this organization.”
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The credit union also invested in Cornelius’ professional development;

when he was a collection manager it paid to send him to the University of Wisconsin in Madison
to attend courses taught by instructors from the Credit Union National Association’s School for
Credit Union Personnel.110 This is a major departure from other financial institutions in Chicago,
many of which were still in the process of desegregating their entry-level staff positions. Credit
unions were one financial institution that not only loaned to African Americans and other people
of color, but also actively promoted people of color.
The Defender newspaper in particular provided positive news coverage in its articles on
credit unions. In one article, a Defender writer emphasized the significance of credit unions for
African Americans, noting that “credit unions are rendering a valuable service to its members[,]
and to the communities in which they are located. Negroes are playing an important role in
many such unions.”111 The Defender stated that credit unions provided services to people not
eligible for bank loans due to “rigid requirements” and racial bias; many working-class African
Americans found themselves in this group.112 The newspaper emphasized the central importance
of these financial institutions to the African American community, because they were sites of
financial accumulation. In one article, the newspaper recounted the story of one man who had
never previously saved a dollar, but due to his investment in a credit union “had saved $260 in
one year and had more cash than ever before in his life,” because he started saving $5 a week
after he joined the credit union.113
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A number of African Americans rose up in the ranks of credit unions, and even
established their own with the help of their compatriots. The type of people serving as officers
of credit unions, and facilitating their growth, were often business people, as was the case of the
540-member credit union of Musician Local 208.114 The credit union was led by Henry G. Fort,
a Chicago real estate developer elected to a third term as its president in 1962.115
Religious communities in Chicago also turned to credit unions as potential financers for
their parishioners. Chartered credit unions established by Chicago churches provided financing
and opportunities for African Americans to distinguish themselves in the credit industry.
Representative William Robinson was a high-profile credit union leader, serving as a Republican
Assembly Member, sitting on the Chicago Urban League’s board of directors.116 Robinson was
born in White Stone, Virginia in 1909 and moved to Chicago in 1931. He attended the
University of Chicago and was an active community member.117 Robinson was also a prominent
member of the Monumental Baptist Church, serving as president of the church’s credit union.118
Berean Baptist Church on S. Dearborn Avenue maintained its own credit union, as well.
Berean was established in 1901 and was originally operated out of storefront churches.119 In
1956, the church chartered its own credit union to serve the credit needs of the congregation.
Reverend C.D.L. Bardshaw selected John Crawford,120 the owner of South Parkway Insurance
Service, to serve as president of the credit union.121 By 1961, under Crawford’s leadership, the
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credit union had 374 shareholders and $78,459.00 in assets.

122

The credit union experienced

“enormous growth,” and less than a year later accumulated assets exceeding $100,000.00.123
The church credit union actively promoted the values of the credit union movement,
including good savings and buying practices through conferences and special events promoting
credit unionism and sound budgeting and crediting practices. Starting in 1960, the Berean
Baptist Church credit union began annually observing International Credit Union Day, 124 which
was initiated by the Credit Union National Association in 1948. Celebrated on the third
Thursday of October, this observation was “to reflect upon credit union history and achievements
and to promote the credit union idea across the country.”125 Berean marked its first annual
celebration of International Credit Union Day with a dinner party held at the United
Packinghouse Workers’ meeting hall; the theme of the meeting was “helping to be my brother’s
keeper.”126 Officials from the credit union invited Luther Glanton, Jr., a civil rights activist and
jurist from Des Moines, to address the group.127 Glanton was distinguished as the first African
American judge to serve in the state of Iowa,128 and had a long record of service in the local
branch of the NAACP.129
On International Credit Union Day in 1961, Berean marked the occasion with a fashion
show and banquet at the United Packinghouse Workers’ meeting hall.130 The banquet was meant
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to promote what the credit union called the 3 “F’s: food, fashion and finance.”

131

The banquet

also promoted consumption with a fashion show put on by a local designer, Annie Laurie Hayes,
complete with models wearing “creations of her own design.”132 In 1962, members of the
Educational and Publicity committee of the Berean credit union invited Reverend Morris Tynes
of Monumental Baptist Church to address the assemblage of credit unionists. Tynes emphasized
collectivist themes in a speech titled “People Helping People to Economic Progress.”133
The Reverend Junius C. White, the pastor at Pilgrim Baptist Church, was another ardent
supporter of black economic empowerment. He railed against economic oppression and racism,
noting in a sermon “economic slavery, peonage, and race injustice in general must go.”134 Henry
Louis Gates Jr. and Cornell West called White “a towering figure in the largest institutional
presence in the black community—the black church.”135 He served for years at Pittsburgh’s
Ebeneezer Baptist Church, where he promoted social empowerment of African Americans and
established the Steel City National Bank.136 In 1926, the clergyman moved to Chicago to
become the minister at Pilgrim Baptist Church, where he continued his mission of black social
uplift. As minister, he regularly held meetings with Chicago businessmen to encourage their
investment in the black community, introducing businessmen to his congregants and encouraging
young parishioners to take up business.137 White helped establish a credit union through the
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church in 1953.

138

The credit union offered a generous dividend of 3 percent for savings

investments. Born in Union Springs, Alabama, White came to Chicago in 1944. Soon
thereafter, he pursued his education in law at John Marshall Law School, while working for the
Campbell Soup Company in the processing department, where he became active in union
activities. He was quickly promoted to executive vice president of interracial Local 194 of the
Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Workers, and encouraged a small group of his fellow
unionists to make financial contributions toward the establishment of a credit union in 1951. He
secured a charter to establish a credit union, as well as the support of most of union local’s 3,100
members. In less than a decade, the credit union reported assets of $1 million dollars, $200,000
of which was annually loaned out to its shareholders.139
Chartered credit unions allowed members of minority communities to create economies
of scale to improve their economic situations and fight back against credit discrimination.
Chartered credit unions in the mid-twentieth century often had narrow membership requirements
to become a member. These credit union users generally shared the same religious convictions,
living spaces, or racial designations as the other clients of the financial institution, and became
community groups unto themselves. However, credit unions and education were not enough to
significantly mitigate the economic damage wrought by nearly unrestricted garnishments, and
they represented one of several limited choices to the problem by mainstream groups.
The City of Chicago, through the work of the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents, the
aid agency established by Richard J. Daley to help newcomers “adjust to urban living,” actively
promoted consumer education programs and credit union usage together through a series of
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unique education programs for ghetto residents.

140

This public education initiative was part of

what the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents called its “Americanization” program, which
was originally established to teach English and vocational skills to immigrants.141 By the late
1950s, instruction in good budgeting and credit buying were also incorporated into the
program.142 City officials working to assist the migrants demonstrated a good understanding of
the profound difficulties migrants faced in the transition to urban living in an industrial milieu.
In 1957, Ely Aaron was Vice Chairman of the Chicago Commission on Human Relations, the
committee to whom the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents answered.143 That year, he
described how the adult education program’s focus on Americanization issues was crucial
because of how difficult adjusting to city life was for migrants from the South and immigrants
new to Chicago. He explained that “the process of adjustment to an urban community is difficult
and often hazardous to them and to us,” adding “they need help.”144 Certainly, improving innercity residents’ understandings of proper banking and credit buying practices were important steps
toward improving the garnishment problem and increasing the financial and social stability of
underserved communities.
The Mayor’s Committee on New Residents, in coordination with the Chicago Housing
Authority, established its own set of consumer credit classes offered to people living in Chicago
public housing facilities, facilitating the establishment of tenant-run credit unions to provide
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affordable consumer credit counseling to tenants in the projects. The credit unions functioned as
credit-selling institutions run by the clients, and gave project residents more control over their
finances, and a place to deposit savings. The City of Chicago also worked in conjunction with
the Illinois Credit Union League to offer project residents the basic services of a credit union,
including savings accounts, low-interest loans, and the ability to refinance existing debts.145 The
Mayor’s Committee on New Residents explained their primary education goals for adult students
in consumer credit classes were to emphasize “counseling tenants on installment buying, income
management, and budgeting.”146
The “ABLA”147 and Rockwell Gardens projects on the Near West Side, managed by the
Chicago Housing Authority, were selected as the venues for consumer credit classes, and were to
be accompanied by a series of conferences on consumer credit and good buying habits in 1962.
The idea of developing tenant-run credit classes and credit unions was previously only used in
New York. Municipal authorities turned to the idea as one solution to Chicago residents’
mounting consumer credit problems.148 Officials working for the Mayor’s Committee on New
Residents developed the classes with the help of the tenants. Project residents demonstrated
agency by applying for a state charter, and nominating, and voting, to empanel a board of
directors to manage the credit unions, as well as a credit committee to process loan applications
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and issue loans. A “supervisor committee” was also selected by city authorities to audit the
credit unions periodically.149
The board members and the members of the credit committee attended six week training
courses given by field representatives from the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents and the
Illinois Credit Union League.150 The classes for the officers of the credit union were meant to
teach them to manage the credit unions, and to lead the community discussions and presentations
after the initial speaker’s series. Members of the credit committee were also asked to participate
in additional training courses, and committee members were expected to advise tenants on good
credit practices and avail them of additional consumer resources such as the credit bureau and
the Better Business Bureau.
In a later bid to make consumer credit education more attractive to the project tenants, the
Mayor’s Commission on New Residents, and a handful of public agencies and community
groups, developed a series of plays and movies depicting examples of “bait” advertising and
emphasizing good credit buying strategies.151 Tenants at the Maplewood Courts, Rockwell
Gardens, and the so-called ABLA projects heard from the staff of the assisting agencies
performing in the skits, answered tenants’ questions, and gave lectures on good crediting
practices. The Mayor’s Committee on New Residents developed a coterie of tenants who could
help instruct their peers at the projects. The “captains and assistant captains” of the group were
drawn from collections of women at the project considered leaders in the community, and were
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enlisted to head the classes, perform the skits, and assist the tenants in consumer matters.

152

Two

sets of classes were developed, one for community leaders and one for community members to
attend on a walk-in basis.153
The Cabrini-Green housing project on the Near North Side was also chosen as a site for
the establishment of a city-run credit union. The commission, in cooperation with the Chicago
Commission on Youth Welfare,154 also supported consumer credit classes held in “each building
of the Robert R. Taylor Hones, the city’s largest public housing development.” Othello Ellis of
the Commission on Youth Welfare noted that the classes were enthusiastically well received by
the tenants of the housing project. Ellis commented that “these people have about a sixth or
eighth grade education, but they are wide awake and ask some very pertinent questions.”155
Lessie Lewis, an early participant in program, acknowledged her ignorance of these issues, and
called for an expansion of the program.
The lectures were meant to warn tenants about the “hazards of installment buying and to
improve shopping habits.”156 With their involvement, Chicago authorities acknowledged the
unique credit situation members of the working poor found themselves in, and the dual effects of
high volumes of bad credit and economic insecurity. Othello Ellis explained, “the Taylor Homes
education committee felt that the large families living in the projects had a minimum of income”
and to provide even a modicum of credit assistance, “they needed to know how to spend that
little income to get the most for their money.”157 Instruction on good buying habits when
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purchasing credit, groceries, and automobiles was provided at the Taylor Homes through a three
lecture series “given on successive Thursday nights” in each of the project’s buildings.158 Irma
Johnson, the principal of Howalton Day School, served as chairwoman of the project’s education
committee and led the lecture series. The Mayor’s Committee on New Residents secured
commitments for the first series from lecturers such as Ronald Stewart of the Chicago Urban
League, Joseph Salerno from the State Attorney’s office, and Edward Marsalek of the Illinois
Bureau of Consumer Fraud.159 The credit unions and the credit courses were established as part
of the credit education program offered by the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents.
Classes were well attended, at least initially. At a meeting of the Mayor’s Committee on
New Residents, a staff member for the CHA reported that around 15 people on average attended
classes.160 Tutors for the classes were drawn from local businesses such as Montgomery Ward,
Illinois Bell, and the Supreme Life Insurance Company.161 Rockwell Gardens is also noteworthy
because the CHA authorized the establishment of a credit union at the project two years earlier.
Tenants at Rockwell Gardens petitioned the housing authority to set up a credit union.
The Chicago Commission on Human Relations developed classes, as well, through the
Mayor’s Committee on New Residents. The classes were meant to provide “supplementary
education” to Chicago’s migrant community. Poor education was a major issue for both adults
and children in Chicago in the mid-twentieth-century. Thousands of new migrants and
immigrants from Latin America were pouring into Chicago during the 1950s and 1960s, and
many of these people had very limited educational opportunities. The Mayor’s Committee on
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New Residents worked with its partners in industry to provide literature on consumer education
to workers “In-Plant.”162
The Education in Credit Practices Subcommittee, chaired by Edward Marciniak, gathered
educational materials on sagacious credit and buying strategies to be disseminated to creditors
and counselors at Chicago community groups. These Credit Kits were then mailed to 268
counselors at Chicago community organizations.163 The kits came with literature indicating “the
printed material available for wide distribution are the kind that might prevent families from
becoming overburdened with credit. Most of this literature warns buyers about some of the
pitfalls in installment credit buying and makes practical suggestions on budgeting, saving, and
buying.”164 The Mayor’s Committee on New Residents distributed the kits to lending
institutions, social workers, union counsellors, and other community leaders to be distributed to
credit users struggling with credit buying.165 The Chicago Bar Association established a similar
informational program targeting Spanish-speaking credit users. The idea was to over-saturate
working-class African American and Latino communities with information on good credit
buying practices. The CBA distributed pamphlets in Spanish titled “What Can Happen When
You Buy on Time!” The Commonwealth of Puerto Rico’s Midwest Office also published
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pamphlets for Latino consumers, one titled “Estire sus Dolares” (stretch your dollars) and “Su
Firma en un Contrato” (Your Signature on a Contact).166
The Mayor’s Committee on New Residents first responded to the garnishment and wage
assignment problem in the city by appointing a subcommittee to consider legislative, educational
and judicial solutions to the problem.167 Ely Aaron selected Abner Mikva to serve as chair of the
legislative action committee tasked with coming up with legislative recommendations for state
legislation to address the problem. 168 Salvador Ferreras, the Executive Director of the Midwest
Office of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, was selected to come up with solutions centered
around public education. Dorothy Lascoe was appointed to chair the Business Ethics
Committee, responsible for developing recommendations to submit to the Municipal Court to
amend its judicial procedures.169 The legislative subcommittee approved a modest package of
recommendations. In a 5-2 vote, the subcommittee elected to increase the garnishment
exemption to 75% of a wage earners’ pay, and to deny the use of garnishment in judgments
obtained by confession.170 Instead of permitting confessions of judgment, a legal practice
effectively denying a defendant the right to present a case against a plaintiff, the committee
members recommended creditors be compelled to prove the judgment in court with the
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defendant present.

171

Committee members ultimately resolved to permit the continued use of

garnishment.172
Attorney Mark Satter, a committee member who advocating the complete abolition of the
garnishment practice, resigned from the subcommittee as a result.173 Satter complained that the
proposals were a modest attempt at reform that would not “substantially alleviate the intolerable
conditions which brought about our appointment,” and that the committee “lost sight of a
fundamental evil” ravaging Chicago minority communities. Satter reasoned that eliminating
wage assignments would render the practice of obtaining judgments by confession obsolete. The
attorney felt protecting a worker’s pay would benefit creditors and consumers alike, because
consumers would be allowed “greater freedom” to buy quality consumer items. Creditors,
according to Satter, would also benefit from the elimination of garnishments because they would
provide “credit based on the honest worth of the commodity sold instead of on his ability to take
the wages of his debtor.”174 Satter was one of the two opposition votes against the committee’s
suite of legislative recommendations. He criticized the recommendations, commenting in a letter
to Abner Mikva, that the proposals demonstrated “an unusual degree of creditor oriented
thinking,” complaining that it was “a base indignity” to deny “a man who has labored, the fruits
of his work.”175 Go back to 13th and 14th amendment references? In the letter, Satter dismissed
some members’ arguments that a more ambitious legislative proposal to eliminate garnishments
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would fail, noting that the recommendations should have been based off “our own concepts of
what is right.”
Satter considered the committee’s proposal to increase the garnishment exemption to
75% of wages an “illusory gain in protection,” because it was “such a small step forward,”
failing to fully protect a wage earner’s pay.176 He was completely opposed to continuing the
practice of wage assignment that “removes from the debtor, the person directly involved, any
voice whatever in the determination as to whether the obligation is in fact due.”177 The attorney
reasoned that complete abolition of wage assignment would reorient the relationship between
creditor and debtor, giving the debtor more freedom from credit coercion. Satter felt that
complete abolition was necessary, because just the threat of garnishment gave the creditor undo
power over the buyer, who could now easily be dismissed from his job due to the wage
deduction order. Satter commented that the committee’s main recommendation to provide relief
was “basically meaningless” and that “once an employer is involved in his employee’s troubles,
he tells the employee to pay up or get out.”178 Satter considered that with his recommendations,
credit transactions would be fairer, causing “an immediate improvement in the relationship of
seller and buyer.”179 Satter resigned from the committee, but he asked that his suggestions be
filed as a “minority report” to demonstrate the diversity of views within the committee.180
The staid approach to the garnishment problem, developed by the Chicago Urban League
and the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents, invited ongoing criticism from attorney Mark
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Satter, who took a hardline against garnishment and those who eschewed a militant approach to
these issues. He criticized the League for being funded by business groups. Admittedly, the
League received generous sponsorship from downtown business interests, and its board of
directors was mostly composed of businessmen. In a letter to Daily News reporter Nicholas
Shuman, Satter commented that credit merchants and business groups had “reached far into the
ranks of the organizations set up to protect the credit victims.”181 Satter commented in an
interview with black activist Wesley South on his radio show, South Side Lights, that business
interests infiltrated reform organizations on the South Side such as the Mayor’s Committee on
New Residents, the NAACP, and the Chicago Urban League. He stressed “we must pull out of
existing organizations and start over.” He contrasted the League’s approach with that of The
Woodlawn Organization, which he called “a militant group of people who stand on their own
feet and say you are cheating. And name names, and demand that slum tenement operators pull
out of their community.”
The founders of The Woodlawn Organization, including Saul Alinsky, Nicholas von
Hoffman, Rev. Robert McGee, and Arthur Brazier, worked with a small staff to establish an
initial agenda and priorities for the organization by engaging community members. During talks
with locals, the organizers were told that rising exploitation by creditors and retail merchants was
a real threat and a major burden on working people. In Black Self-Determination: The Story of
the Woodlawn Organization (1969), Arthur Brazier, TWO’s first official spokesperson,
explained the grievance that “stood out above all others” was the cheating and exploitation by
local credit merchants. These merchants were “enslaving some of the residents” of Woodlawn.
The organizers of TWO took a militant stand on this issue, drawing a sharp contrast with other
181
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local organizations’ approaches to the problem. In his book on TWO, Brazier explained that the
organization was fundamentally “democratic.” He contrasted TWO with other organizations
operating on the South Side, which relied on “educational do-goodism” and “white paternalism;”
explaining that both are “based on the operating principal that those higher up are superior and
know best.”182 TWO rejected a collaborative approach with the business community, and
instead, used direct action protest strategies to take the fight to unscrupulous merchants
TWO developed a two-pronged strategy against the credit merchants, involving
“exposure and confrontation” with them meant to compel alteration of their business model.183
TWO’s Square Deal Program mobilized local residents behind the issue, and was kicked off with
a parade of over a thousand people marching down Woodlawn’s major shopping district on 63rd
Street, displaying signs enumerating specific complaints against local merchants.184 Activists
then passed out leaflets urging members to boycott specific stores believed to use exploitative or
unfair business practices.185 The group even established an arbitration board inviting local
residents to bring their purchased merchandise considered to be inadequate or falsely advertised
at the point of sale. Buyers told their stories which were carefully considered by the board
members, who then studied the cases and sometimes confronted the offending merchant.186
Buyers then reappeared before the committee once the issue was resolved, and many people
were able to come to a suitable accommodation with the merchant. TWO’s approach to these
issues was noteworthy, because it used protests and boycotts to challenge the inequitable credit
system.
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Unions also provided ways for their members to receive some relief from garnishments.
As early as 1959, CIO counselors were instructed about how to “conduct interviews” and “give
advice” to garnished workers, discussing their credit difficulties and what legal resources were
available to members.187 The Cook County Industrial Union Council established the counseling
courses under the direction of its Community Service Committee to provide necessary services
to local union members and their families.188 In the 1959 counselor training sessions, new
counselors were instructed about consumer credit education issues, and how to help members
apply for unemployment benefits and other public aid. Unfortunately, counseling often proved
to be tragically inadequate.189
Carl Clark, employee of a Ford plant in Chicago Heights, Illinois, was a member of
United Auto Workers local 588. He previously sought credit counseling through his union, but
out of despair and desperation due to garnishments and an increasing debt burden, committed
suicide in January 1966. When Clark went to his union for help, he told them that the State of
Indiana was attempting to garnish all his wages because he still owed taxes in Indiana. Rudolph
Milasich, the president of the union, told Clark that he would send a letter to plant officials
urging them to only withhold the 15 percent of his pay that was stipulated in Illinois’
garnishment law.190 This was too-little-too-late, and after losing nearly all of his wages to
garnishments in two back-to-back pay periods, Clark shot himself.191 Clark was not the only
union member losing nearly all his wages due to garnishments from the State of Indiana with the
acquiescence of the Ford plant. The UAW, as a result, filed a class action lawsuit against Ford
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Motor Company to force an injunction compelling them to only withhold the requisite 15 percent
of pay required under Illinois’ law for garnishments.192 After 1966, unions more aggressively
pushed for the complete abolition of garnishment at the state and federal levels.193 Less than a
month after Clark’s unfortunate death, Robert W. Johnston, the district director of the UAW,
announced that he came to an arrangement with 14 Chicago auto plants to impose a 90-day
moratorium on garnishments until the state could come to a legislative solution.194
As wage garnishments increased and small loan debt expanded in working-class
communities, the City introduced a new initiative to ameliorate the problem. In 1961, Chicago's
Municipal Court appointed attorney John King to serve as a special commissioner to investigate
consumer fraud and garnishment abuses in the city.195 Credit abuses in Chicago became so
virulent and widespread in working-class communities of color, that municipal authorities were
obliged to mediate and fine ‘illegitimate’ credit merchants preying on unsuspecting consumers.
Improper use of installment contracts was a major abuse of the credit system by Chicago
creditors, who often purposefully misrepresented the terms on contracts to confuse and swindle
buyers. As a deterrent, the Chicago Police Department conducted a limited, but robust,
campaign to root out fraudulent creditors.196 The CPD’s strategy involved officers who were
members of ethnic minorities to entrap shady credit operators and retail salesmen during the
course of contract sales. This was to be a means of catching merchants in the act of
disingenuous sales tactics, enabling their arrest and charge for fraud.197
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The police unit’s preference for using minority police officers as decoys in these prearranged credit transactions demonstrated an acknowledgement by the municipal authorities that
people of color were the primary targets of a large number of the city’s unscrupulous credit
merchants using contract sales to attach wage earners’ paychecks as a money-making scheme,
abusing Illinois’ garnishment law.198 John King, the commissioner of the Municipal Court of
Chicago, was appointed by the judges of the court to investigate credit abuses, working with the
police to go after shady credit operators. The commissioner noted in an interview with the
Defender newspaper, that the people most often swindled by local credit merchants were often
black or Latino. The key officers selected for the unit were picked from those demographic
groups.199 Detectives Sylvester Rhem, an African American officer, and Aurelio Garcia of
Cuban heritage, composed the special police unit calling themselves the “credit cops.”200 The
officers’ ethnic backgrounds proved to be useful in the pursuit of justice in consumer credit,
allowing the detectives to pose as unwary minority credit users unfamiliar with Chicago’s credit
system.
The unit used this tactic in early 1961. Upon entering the Jet Credit Jewelers and
Clothiers in April 1961, Detective Garcia, along with a woman posing as his wife, bought a
stereo phonograph through an installment purchase from Jose Murphy, a store salesman. At the
point of sale, Murphy filled out a bogus installment contract that was incomplete and improperly
identified the total cost of the credit purchase. After writing up the contract, Murphy submitted it
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to James Peterson, the assistant credit manager, who approved and finalized the sale by receiving
a ten dollar down payment with marked bills. After acquiring the merchandise from the store,
Detective Garcia turned the contract over to Commissioner King, who in turn filed an arrest
warrant for Murphy and Peterson. The two were booked and later released on a $100 bond. In
another case, one of the “credit cops” posed as a customer at a jewelry store on the Chicago
Loop and picked a watch to buy priced at $100. The salesman said he would give the buyer a
deal, and agreed to sell it for $57. The undercover cop made a down payment of $10 and signed
a wage assignment contract that was purposefully filled out incompletely by the merchant. After
the transaction was completed, the officer took the merchandise and obtained an arrest warrant
for the seller of the item. Later, it was discovered that during the transaction, the salesman
actually switched the watches and sold the customer a watch valued at “less than his down
payment[;]” due to the exchange, the merchant would have secured an incomplete wage
assignment contract he could fill out at his leisure, charging the customer whatever he wanted.201
Unfortunately, the police unit was disbanded in February 1963, just two years after its
establishment. The former commissioner of the Municipal Court said in an interview with one
paper, that he gave credit for the short-term success of the police unit to Detectives Rhem and
Garcia, explaining that “they’re magnificent actors, they could be anything a salesman wanted
them to be—dumb, drunk, anything.”202 He said provided an important service to the consumers
affected, noting, “they got convictions because they had the evidence and were articulate
witnesses.”203 He added that “without witnesses like that, you can’t get a case to stand up in
court.” King received a phone call from the police superintendent’s office explaining that the
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detectives were to be reassigned immediately. When he attempted to find out why, he was told
that “there are 12,000 rapes a year in this city,” and the detectives were needed elsewhere. 204 At
best, the City provided inconsistent and inadequate relief to Chicago’s garnished workers. Even
the major community organization on the South Side, including the Chicago Urban League, only
provided education and support for reforms. They did not initiate any sweeping changes or push
a militant resolution to the problem. Efforts, such as the Chicago Urban League’s Consumer
Education Program, failed to alter the situation for garnished workers, because instruction alone
was not enough; something had to be done to level the playing field between Illinois creditors
and wage workers buying items on installment. Mark Satter’s points about the weaknesses of the
legislative recommendations issued by the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents demonstrated
the most salient problems of the legislation; an inability to address the core problem of creditors’
effortless attachment of workers’ wages. This was a universal concern for the variety of
community-based programs striving to improve the garnishment problem in Chicago, but there
was little these groups could do to improve judgment debtors’ situation. Only new legislation to
eliminate garnishment and wage assignment would have made a significant impact on
garnishment practices in the City. In the next chapter, we will see how creditors and their
representatives in the General Assembly successfully defeated these reform efforts.
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CHAPTER 4: “THE STATE STEPS IN, BUT GENTLY”
In Illinois during the decade between 1957-1967, state legislators made six attempts to
improve the state’s garnishment and credit provisions. All of these attempts failed to mitigate
the worst excesses of Chicago’s unscrupulous creditors, whose untoward and nefarious
operations were largely protected by state law. Creditors falsely advertised credit prices, charged
obscenely high interest charges on loans, and increased credit costs by compelling consumers to
buy loan insurance. State laws approved during this time provided some relief in small doses to
Illinois consumers, but failed to get at the source of the problem. To be truly effective and
alleviate low-income borrowers of burdens, the state needed to eliminate wage assignment and
garnishment. All of attempted legislation, however, failed due to overwhelming opposition from
Republicans in the General Assembly, whose supporters in the credit industry were staunchly
against any attempts to curtail their ability to collect on delinquent loans. Democrats, including
Abner Mikva and other progressives in the General Assembly, acknowledged the difficulties of
abolishing wage assignment altogether, and accepted a gradual approach to reform. Simply
abolishing wage assignment would have had a massive impact, because it would have made
creditors of all types think twice before extending credit to people not considered good credit
risks by most loan officers. It also would have been much more difficult to access the
borrower’s wage or compel them to pay. Unfortunately, this approach to the problem was
unacceptable to Illinois’ credit and retail merchant trade groups and their armies of Springfield
lobbyists, so the state took a piecemeal approach to the problem.

166
1

William Stratton, the Republican governor preceding Otto Kerner, passed up multiple
opportunities in 1957 and 1959 to sign substantial credit reforms into law at the end of his term.
In 1957, the governor vetoed legislation sponsored by State Senator Marshall Korshak requiring
creditors to give debtors just seven-days’ notice before executing a garnishment claim.2 Stratton
was concerned that the new procedure could inhibit creditors’ ability to collect, while also
reasoning changes to the credit system could hurt Illinois creditors if credit was “unduly
restricted” under new state credit and garnishment statutes.3 The governor considered that new
regulations on the retail and credit industry could cause credit markets to tighten, and perhaps
inhibit economic growth in Illinois. Stratton took a staunchly conservative approach to the
garnishment issue, rejecting new regulatory measures and insisting that:
our economy is predicated on the ability of our people to buy the products of our factories
through our merchants and stores. If credit is unduly restricted and limited, credit could
be extended only to those persons who can offer security other than current or future
earnings.4
Stanton’s argument that imposing even minimal credit regulations would discourage consumer
spending and stall economic growth, was a common refrain among creditors regarding any
suggestion of new regulations. The governor clearly accepted this argument. In public
comments on the 7-day grace period, he evinced little concern for the debtor, rather taking the
stance that the debtor might use that time to try to evade the debt by switching jobs or “otherwise
prevent the collection of his just obligation” during the grace period.5 In the summer of 1957,
Stratton signed the Retail Installment Sales Act, providing no significant protections to debtors in
1
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terms of new rules regulating the use of garnishment. The act regulated only installment sales
made by certain types of creditors. The law’s sole regulation required creditors to itemize the
total costs in contract sales, leaving wage assignment in place and doing little to provide relief to
low-income consumers.
In 1959, Governor Stratton signed legislation, which also applied only the most cosmetic
changes to the state’s garnishment regime. The most substantive development to come out of the
1959 legislation involved increasing the wage exemption from garnishments for wage earners.6
Tweaking the wage exemption was a common legislative recourse for Illinois policymakers
during this time of tepid response to new demands from voters for garnishment reforms.
Workers with dependents were granted an increased wage exemption of five dollars, increasing
protected wages from $40 to $45 a week. For workers without dependents, the weekly salary
exemption was raised from $20 to $25.7 This legislation left power firmly in the hands of Illinois
creditors and retailers during garnishment transactions, applying only the most minimal
limitations in terms of amounts that lenders could take from workers’ paychecks. The law also
made the garnishment process more convenient for creditors, allowing them to serve
garnishment papers to debtors’ employers by hand as well as by certified mail.8 This kind of
adjustment, while minor on the surface, was important to creditors who were constantly looking
to augment their ability to collect on debts and to simplify the process in terms of hours spent
collecting on delinquent loans. This kind of meandering approach to garnishment reform
typically benefitted creditors as much, if not more, than consumers. This was typical of
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“reform” efforts from 1957-1967, when consumer credit and garnishment reforms were major
legislative concerns in Illinois.
Hopes for garnishment reform in Illinois were renewed with the 1960 election of
Democrat Otto Kerner, Jr.9 as governor, and William Clark10 as Attorney General. Both men
campaigned on the issue, identifying garnishment and credit reforms as major legislative goals.
On a campaign stop in November 1960, speaking before Democratic Party activists in Chicago,
Clark called for new garnishment laws to modernize the state’s byzantine and punitive
garnishment practices. He noted that “our state legal system is not designed in its present archaic
structure to safeguard the rights of individuals.”11 The incoming governor-elect also
demonstrated a good understanding of garnishment issues, even as he was campaigning. Kerner
was a legal expert himself, serving as a US Attorney for the Northern District of Illinois before
taking a judgeship in Cook County.12 On the gubernatorial campaign trail, he advanced a fivepoint plan to curb credit and garnishment abuses. At a campaign stop in August 1960 in
Freeport, Illinois,13 he introduced progressive consumer reform proposals, including the
elimination of the confession of judgment, strengthened consumer protections for buyers with
the establishment of a statewide consumer agency, and introduction of a rate ceiling on
installment credit fees.14 When he took up the issue of garnishment specifically, he exclaimed,
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“this is one evil that is well within the power of the state of Illinois to stop.”

15

Kerner

commented that the state’s garnishment system served to “protect the unscrupulous merchant
who panders to the pitiful, but natural desires of an element of our population to own what they
can’t afford.”16 After he assumed office, Governor-Elect Kerner moved quickly to appoint an
advisory panel to send him recommendations for new credit legislation.17
One of the most noteworthy legislators on the panel was Abner Mikva,18 a young
legislator19 who was a major proponent of progressive legislation even early in his political
profession; a career which lasted nearly three decades. Early in his political career, Mikva made
civil rights a major issue and was supportive of progressive issues including equal employment
opportunities, open occupancy, and protecting money for urban and distressed populations.20 He
was even named “Best Legislator” by the Independent Voters of Illinois, a liberal advocacy
group.21 In 1961, it was hoped that new, substantive consumer credit and garnishment
legislation could pass with the help of the young, enthusiastic Representative Abner Mikva,
legislator from Hyde Park, avid supporter of garnishment reform. In 1957, when state legislators
took up the issue of garnishment and wage assignment for the first time during the post-World
War II era, Mikva was supportive of radical changes to the garnishment system, including
eliminating the confession of judgment altogether. Speaking at the South Side Community
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Council in Chicago after his legislation failed to pass, he bemoaned the inability of state
lawmakers to eliminate the practice.22
Mikva was careful to reach out to Chicago community groups interested in garnishment
reform, drawing on South Side community activists’ unique understandings of the problem. The
Chicago Urban League was arguably the most invested in this issue of the major interest groups
in the city, having considerable institutional knowledge of the garnishment problem. In the
Spring of 1961, Illinois legislators were considering new credit and garnishment reforms. At the
same time, the Chicago Urban League demonstrated its considerable influence in the debates on
wage garnishment in both Chicago and Springfield through its extensive research of the problem
and advocacy on behalf of the garnished. The CUL cultivated a good relationship with Mikva,
who held a position on the Board of Directors of the Chicago League branch. The CUL reached
out to him after the passage of Mikva’s legislation through the House. In April 1961, as Mikva’s
legislation went to the Senate Banking Committee, Ronald Stewart, a staff member in the CUL’s
Employment and Guidance Department, sent Mikva a letter. In his letter, Stewart offered to
testify in committee hearings to inform the banking committee of the severe garnishment
problems in Chicago.23 Stewart wanted to preempt the efforts of the opposition and “to combat
it with as much favorable testimony as possible.” He promised Mikva testimony in the hearings
to demonstrate “the existing credit picture as it is detailed by various statistics,” and “reports that
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we have done in this area of concern, and case histories of persons with credit problems who
have come to us for aid.”24
Testimony by a CUL representative at the Senate Banking Committee was important to
Mikva, because the Urban League branch already exhaustively researched Chicago’s
garnishment problem as it crafted its consumer education program. Stewart offered Mikva the
League’s considerable resources and information for the hearing, in a bid to help the committee
to understand the “existing credit picture” with statistics on the amounts of debt and bankruptcy
in Chicago. His testimony also made available the League’s considerable stores of information
and case histories of consumers.25 A staffer from the Employment and Guidance Department
had recently testified at the Illinois State House, speaking on housing discrimination in the city.
Stewart sent Mikva a copy of the transcripts demonstrating to the state legislator the methods
used by the League when it testified before committee hearings.
Some Illinois unions also signaled their support for additional legislation to regulate
credit and garnishment in the state. Unions had long-supported pro-worker, consumer-oriented
legislative initiatives that buttressed the “purchasing power” of their members such as: opposing
sales tax increases, fighting for workmen’s compensation benefits, and supporting a higher
minimum wage and fair employment opportunities.26 In 1961, the executive board of the
Chicago Federation of Labor resolved to support the “modernization” of the state’s banking
laws, so that Illinois citizens would no longer have to “pay exorbitant prices for everyday
financial transactions.” The board acknowledged that the “job opportunities and advancement
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potential” of workers was severely hampered by the state’s antiquated banking and credit laws.27
Illinois unions supported the passage of the 1961 Fair Employment Practices Act, however,
many unions had no black members. Some unions even banned black apprentices, and union
support for civil rights initiatives in Chicago was mixed throughout the 1960s.28
In a 1961 report by the Chicago Bar Association, they acknowledged that the complete
abolition of wage assignment “would be the most effective remedy against existing abuses,”
however, the CBA concluded that “this remedy was not feasible,” because labor unions and
credit groups alike would oppose to the complete abolition of wage assignment. The dispatching
of wage assignment would hinder both union and creditors’ ability to collect additional income
from workers.29 Union would not be able to deduct dues automatically from workers’ wages, as
was their right. Credit groups would equally be opposed because of their view that the complete
abolition of wage assignment would “impair, if not destroy, their business.”30 However, labor
groups in Chicago, such as the Cook County Industrial Union Council, the AFL-CIO, and the
United Packinghouse Workers, supported and participated in community discussions on the
city’s credit difficulties, favoring additional consumer credit protections for workers.31
The legal community in Chicago also had their chance to weigh in on the proposed
legislation with the publication of a Chicago Bar Association report on the suite of legislation.
The bar association was not enthusiastic about the proposed legislation, arguing it was
incomplete and did not get at the source of the problem: the widespread use of wage
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assignments. Shortly after William Rodriguez’s death, the CBA formed its own committee on
consumer credit, called the Committee on Consumer Credit Remedies. The CBA committee was
led by attorney George Hansen of the legal department of First National Bank in Chicago, and
included Abner Mikva and Mark Satter. Unlike the self-serving recommendations of credit
groups, the CBA’s recommendations emphasized the social and economic effects of wage
assignment on low-wage populations. The group noted that “the use or misuse of this device is a
major cause of our problem today.”32 The bar association argued that for most low-wage
workers, the only security they had “is their future wages,” and to deny them this inevitably
causes considerable deprivation.33
During the legislative wrangling over consumer credit and garnishment reform, a variety
of trade groups representing both retailers’ and creditors’ interests worked to influence the
legislative process by lobbying their representatives in Springfield. The various trade groups’
interests often varied, sometimes conflicting with one another since the credit industry during
this time was so diverse and regulated by a patchwork of provisions and statutes enforced
unequally. They all, however, agreed that they wanted to protect wage assignment as an option
in collections. Their unity on this issue helped to preserve it throughout roughly a decade of
legislative attempts to modify the state’s garnishment laws.
In letters between Illinois lawmakers and retail and credit groups, policy makers solicited
ideas from Illinois retailers’ and creditors,’ who revealed their views on the proposed legislation.
Early on, Governor Kerner drew relevant business groups into the discussion on legislative
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changes. Kerner established a legislative committee including trade groups, and what one
creditor called “debtor groups,” to discuss proposed legislation.34 Committee members
corresponded with Abner Mikva and other state government officials to transmit to legislators
the views of their respective organizations. Several of the credit and retail lobbying groups had
slightly divergent goals for the credit legislation, such as broadening its legislative scope to
include previously unregulated credit practices. None of credit groups wanted to see “violent
changes” to the status quo, such as abolishing wage assignment altogether or eliminating
garnishment. They argued that such abolishment would have depressive effects on the Illinois
economy. Leonard Cohen was the Illinois Sales Conference. In a letter to Mindes, who sat on
the governor’s legislative committee, Cohen extensively documented the business groups’
approach the garnishment issue.35 Cohen noted that the organization wanted the new rules to
“bear equally” upon all different types of creditors, including; small loan lenders, finance
companies, credit unions, department stores, banks, and so forth.36 In previous attempts to
reform the state’s credit practices, policymakers divvied out regulations haphazardly and
unequally, applying changes to specific sectors of the credit industry, while leaving other classes
credit unregulated.
In spite of their small disagreements, creditor and retail interest groups all concurred that
wage assignments must be preserved as a means of collecting on delinquent debts, making
preservation of wage assignment practically a universal goal for the Illinois financing industry.
The Chicago Retail Merchants Association, the Illinois Retail Merchants Association, the
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Independent Small Loan Association of Illinois, and the Illinois Sales Finance Conference,
which represented small auto finance companies, agreeing upon the preservation of wage
assignment, insisted that service of summons gave garnished workers time to mount a legal
defense to protect their wages from garnishment. Business groups defended the continued use of
wage assignments, explaining that it made credit available to large sectors of the population with
no collateral other than their wages. Without wage assignment, these potential consumers would
be unable to secure loans. Creditors argued that eliminating wage assignment would destabilize
the credit industry and threaten both the state and national economy, since credit was at this time
a crucial part of the economy. Vice president K.M. Snyder of the Northern Illinois Corporation,
a finance company based in DeKalb, described in one letter the effects of eliminating wage
assignments, maintaining that it would negatively affect the credit market, resulting in less
revenue. In other words, “lower sales and less sales required fewer employees. Lower sales
means a decrease in sales tax revenue.”37
Even credit unions, which were the banking institution of choice for many working-class
credit users during this time, were not wholly in favor of abolishing wage assignments. The
Illinois Credit Union League, the major credit union trade organization in the state, was firmly
against eliminating the practice. In a letter to journalist W.H. Brietzke, the managing director of
the Illinois Credit Union League made the case that eliminating wage assignments would
actually hurt working-class credit users. He contended that removing wage assignments would
“hamper credit unions and other ethical lenders in their efforts to serve the borrowing needs of
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wage earners, especially those with little or no personal property to offer as loan security.”

38

Abner Mikva personally lobbied officials at the Hyde Park Credit Union, a large and profitable
credit union on the South Side, but they balked at the wage assignment provisions as well.39
Cyril Robinson, a legal advisor for the credit union, organized the finance institution’s arguments
against the legislation in a memorandum on the proposals.40 Robinson argued that abolishing
wage assignments would increase operating costs for credit unions, making them less
competitive. He reasoned that the problem was not with debt collection procedures, “but the
creation of the debt.” In his memorandum, Robinson expressed his belief that educating lowincome borrowers would increase their skills of navigating the credit market, and the problem
would take care of itself. In a second memorandum, Robinson argued that laws to regulate wage
assignments would particularly hurt “good creditors” such as credit unions, rewarding the “bad”
ones, “because creditors such as the credit union will strictly adhere to the law and will not
attempt to evade provisions of the law.” Conversely, he imagined for-profit credit operations
would not adhere provisions in the law.41
Not all credit unions opposed abolishing wage assignments. Philip Rummel, the
Treasurer of the Homewood-Flossmoor Credit Union, wrote fellow reform supporter,
Representative Anthony Scariano, expressing, “we believe that credit unions are organized for
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the benefit of members.” His credit union accepted relinquishment of wage assignment.

42

Opposition to wage assignment elimination by some credit unions, whose members primarily
consisted of workers who would benefit from the proposed reforms, demonstrates how selfinterest was central to these competing groups. Even credit unions, considered to be benign,
affordable sources of credit, were willing to oppose much needed relief to the bulk of their
members as a means to preserve their garnishment rights.
Additionally, members of the business community often discounted the need for reform
of the state’s garnishment and wage assignment provisions, noting that garnishment was an
essential recourse for creditors to collect on delinquent loans. As a means to deflect mounting
public concern for the garnished, some creditors argued that debtors, just as “illegitimate”
Chicago creditors were known to do, also gamed the system for their own self-serving purposes.
In correspondence with Abner Mikva regarding the proposed reforms, Arthur Muenze, Executive
Vice President of Wieboldt’s department store, insisted debtors often misrepresented themselves
in credit applications. He claimed consumers likewise used practices just as odious as those
favored by the “gouge artist[s]” offering unfair credit terms and using shady business tactics.43
Muenze offered Mikva his point of view as a merchant to allow him to see things that “may not
be as apparent to someone in your position.”44 Muenze explained that “there are a large number
of people who deliberately lie,” misrepresenting their current debts and financial obligations to
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sellers to secure better credit terms.

45

This kind of argument suggested creditors were the victim,

and also minimized the significant problems faced by the garnished.
The relevant business interests did, however, accept that some legislative changes had to
be made to prevent the worst abuses of wages assignments. The Illinois Sales Finance
Conference, representing automobile financing firms, called for the imposition of a “cooling off
period” of thirty days during which time no wage assignments could be filed for delinquent
loans. This proposition gave debtors time to get their finances in order before loan delinquency
resulted in a garnishment.46 In June 1960, Joseph Meek, the president of the Illinois Retail
Merchants Association, wrote to Abner Mikva with intensions of imparting a “fairly good idea of
IRMA’s thinking” on the upcoming debate on credit and garnishment reform.47 IRMA’s
approach to the wage assignment issue was similar to that of the Illinois Sales Finance
Conference, in that it too, called for maintaining wage assignment as a viable “threat.” Without
this option, “another would have to be found” to compel delinquent debtors to pay. Meek also
proposed additional requirements that debtors be given advanced warning before their wages
could be assigned.48
Illinois business groups certainly took a moderate approach to the issue. Perhaps this
approach was to differentiate between their business practices, and those of the “sharp operators”
and “fraudsters” causing policymakers to reconsider the state’s garnishment provisions in the
first place. In the months after William Rodriguez’s death, Morton Goldman, the general
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secretary of the Independent Small Loan Association of Illinois, reached out to Abner Mikva,
offering his organization’s support for garnishment and credit reform. In the letter, Goldman
explained he and his superiors at the association were “vitally interested” in credit reform
legislation. They particularly supported the flushing out of unlawful credit operations from the
“minority of unscrupulous credit operators” giving “the whole credit industry a bad name.”50 He
also called for a number of strikingly progressive to put “teeth” into existing legislation by
increasing the fines for credit abuses. He even suggested the application of criminal charges to
repeat offenders.
Many creditors, accepting that credit reform was imminent, actually called for
broadening the purview of the state’s regulatory responsibilities to include credit operations and
creditors not previously subject to state regulation. For example, Morton Goldman’s letter,
written prior to the introduction of the credit reform legislation, proposed to Mikva imposition of
state regulations for creditors specializing in revolving charge accounts and automobile
financing. Goldman noted that some states required licensing for automobile dealers. He
specifically mentioned the state of New Jersey, which regulated car dealer’s finance charges,
while also applying finance charges by the age of the vehicle. This kind of advocacy among
some credit groups to regulate industry rivals was a way for creditors to modify garnishment law
so that it benefited them vis-à-vis consumers and other credit and retail interests.
While accepting that some minor reforms were needed, trade groups were loath to accept
much in the way of substantive reforms that might significantly alter the current credit structure.
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Their representatives demonstrated unease about the proposed legislative remedies supported by
Governor Kerner and advanced by the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents. In
correspondence to attorney Marvin Mindes, who specialized in garnishment law, Leonard M.
Cohen expressed “the danger exists that proposals designed to drive out credit racketeers may be
so harsh as to drive out responsible businessmen[,] as well as by emasculating the entire
collection process.”51 The Secretary-Treasurer of the Independent Small Loan Association of
Illinois emphasized this concern in the trade groups’ monthly bulletin in January 1961. Within
the bulletin to its members, Secretary-Treasurer Morton Goldman bemoaned the specter of the
abolition of wage garnishment as a means of collection. Goldman continued, “that although
some credit reform legislation may be needed, these credit reform proposals are aimed in the
wrong direction.”52 In a letter sent to the members of the Senate Banking Committee, president
of the Independent Small Loan Association, Dale Sullivan, acknowledged that particularly in
Chicago “there is a need for a measure of credit reform legislation.” The trade association
president also complained that small loan institutions had long been regulated by the state, and
that few structural changes were needed to the garnishment system but that small adjustments
could be made.53
Further complicating the prospects for legislation was the portrayal of garnishment and
the garnished in the media. Media reports coming from Chicago cast the garnishment problem
as an urban issue involving “ghetto merchants” who “took in”54 or tricked mostly minority credit
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users “ignorant” of how the credit system worked.

55

This image of the consumer aspect of the

problem failed to consider that the garnishment and wage assignment system was coercive,
allowing creditors an inequitable amount of power in collections vis-à-vis consumers. On the
other hand, policy makers and creditors alike also portrayed the victims of this system, the
garnished workers themselves, as vastly ignorant of the consumer credit system: this “ignorance”
made the consumers prone to make bad decisions when making purchases. During the debate to
reform Illinois’ consumer credit and garnishment laws, Chicago retailers and credit merchants
particularly berated debtors, those most susceptible to garnishments. Creditors defensively
emphasized the bad judgment of garnished workers, hinting that debtors might be as shady in
their dealings as the “credit sharks.” Chicago creditors and merchants sometimes defended their
opposition to additional reforms by arguing debtors often gamed the system, too, cheating credit
sellers out of payments.56
Local media outlets additionally emphasized the two sides of the issue. Even in initial
coverage of the problem, the Defender highlighted the culpability of both sides for the rise in
garnishments in Chicago. The media typically represented the garnished as relatively poor,
transient, black migrant workers from the South, tragically ignorant of Illinois’ garnishment laws
and credit practices.57 One article from a newspaper in Waukegan, a suburban community just
north of Chicago, used words like “trouble-prone” and “gullible” to describe Illinois’ working
poor experiencing credit difficulties. The Waukegan newspaper reported, “there is no way to
legislate good sense or to render everyone exploit proof.”58 Creditors, on the other hand, were

Robert Chase, “The War Against Credit Traps: Chicago Sharpies Reap Bountiful Harvest: Father’s Suicide
Sounds Alarm,” Chicago Defender, 11 May 1960.
56
“Group Urges Credit Curbs: Sanctions on Buyer Proposed,” Chicago Tribune, 28 February 1966.
57
Jim Force, “Four Officials Give Hard Facts on Bankruptcy Cases” Chicago Defender, 17 September 1959.
58
“Help Debtor to Help Himself,” The Waukegan News-Sun, 30 November 1965.
55

182

regularly portrayed in Chicago media as opportunistic: most media outlets made distinctions
between “sharp operators” and their “legitimate” counterparts. In one of the first articles in the
“Buyer Beware” series, the Defender explained that “the offender is both the buyer, who is
ignorant of the complexities of buying, and the merchant, who relies heavily upon this ignorance
to make money fist over fist.”59 A 1965 Chicago Daily News editorial emphasized the enduring
significance of credit to the U.S. economy, noting that “the whole onus for the miseries of
bankruptcies and garnishments” cannot be placed on creditors alone.60 The editorial writer
commented that the old maxim, caveat emptor, “let the buyer beware,” was still relevant.61 The
editorial explained that the creditor also needed “protection against the unwise and
unscrupulous.”62
The final legislation passing both houses was fairly modest, considering the dire need for
garnishment and credit reform by 1961. Illinois lawmakers succeeded in increasing the amount
of a worker’s wages exempt from garnishment. In the new legislation, 85 percent of wages were
protected, with a minimum of $45 and a maximum of $200 protected.63 The Wage Assignment
Act left the confession of judgment in place as a legal mechanism for creditors, however, it
required them to notify borrowers of the creditor’s intent to file a wage assignment claim.64
According to the new rules, a buyer was required to be in default of the loan for a period of at
least 40 days before a wage assignment could result. The borrower had to be informed of the
creditor’s intent to attach their wages. While these new provisions provided an increased level of
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protection to Illinois consumers, they still left borrowers and customers susceptible to
garnishments and unfair credit terms.
Speaking at a conference on consumer credit issues at the University of Chicago in 1965,
Abner Mikva addressed the weaknesses of credit legislation passed in Illinois in 1961. Mikva
said that new, “self-executing” legislation was necessary. The poor were unlikely to realize
satisfaction through the courts “because the case law route is inaccessible to the poor,” lacking
the resources necessary to mount a viable legal defense on their own.65 Mikva acknowledged the
shortcomings of the bill he passed, as well as those passed nationwide. According to Mikva, the
Retail Installment Sales legislation signed into law in Illinois and scores of other states in the
1950s and 1960s, failed in their original intent.66 In spite of provisions in the requiring “the
spelling out of the terms of the contract,” Mikva noted that disclosure did not create “bargaining
equality.” He considered this equality necessary to protect consumers from predacious
creditors.67
Mikva alluded to consumer credit legislation passed in 1958 under Governor Stratton
requiring creditors to increase the size of the print used in installment contracts. The legislator
considered that such provisions were “not going to prevent many people from getting gyped.”68
Mikva deliberated that “one could even argue that the passage of these laws were detrimental to
the consumer, since more consumers are in more trouble on more such contracts since these laws
were passed than before.”69 The State Representative explained that prior to the passage of the
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1961 consumer credit law, creditors could secure a judgment by confession, garnishing a
debtor’s wages without informing the consumer of the garnishment proceedings initiated. By
signing the confession of judgment contract, the debtor had already forfeited the right to a
defense in court. He also noted that the political players in the struggle for garnishment reform
were unevenly matched. Creditors and retailers relied on lobbyists and trade groups supporting
their interests, while consumers in general, were a “voiceless, lobbyless segment of the
electorate.”70
Creditors discouraged by the 1961 package of legislation were likely pleased a year later
by the Kerner administration’s decision to allow creditors expansion of their market share. In
January 1962, the director of the Illinois Department of Financial Institutions authorized the
Household Finance Loan Corporation, a subsidiary of the Household Finance Corporation, to
engage in loans larger than the former $800 threshold for small loans. They could now make
loans up to $5,000 in value.71 Director Conrad Becker, appointed by Republican Governor
Stratton, two days before his term as director ended, granted the authorization.72 The
Department of Financial Institutions unilaterally increased the small loan threshold, even though
previous state legislation was responsible for setting the standard loan amounts for small loans.
Director Becker erringly authorized a small loan company not licensed under the Illinois
Consumer Protection Act to make larger loans than companies licensed under the state statute.
His huge administrative error had industry-wide ramifications, since soon other small loan
operations petitioned for permission to enter the large loan field, as well.
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As a small loan company, Household Finance Corporation originally petitioned the
Department of Financial Institutions in 1961 for the right to make loans of up to $7,500.73 On
that occasion, Director Becker denied Household’s request. HFC submitted another request in
1961.74 At that point, according to Becker, he implored the governor’s office obtain an opinion
on the request from Attorney General William Clark. Becker was “pretty sure” the request was
approved by the Illinois attorney general, however, the spokesman for the attorney general
denied that Clark granted the request.75 Harold Haugan, director of public relations for HFC,
claimed that Becker submitted the request to the governor’s office, which returned the claim to
Becker with notification he could make the decision. Regardless of how the events unfolded,
Becker approved HFC’s request on January 11, 1962, allowing HFC to engage in the finance
business. Such loans were only subject to the state’s usury laws, and were unregulated by any
state agency or small loan statute. The Illinois Department of Financial Institutions previously
refused small loan firms’ requests to engage in financing for larger loans.76
Director Becker’s decision was exceedingly problematic. The Household Finance
Corporation was only authorized to make loans up to $800, and these loans were subject to the
laws of the state’s Consumer Protection Act. The wholly-owned subsidiary established by HFC
was not licensed for larger loans, and the newly established company was now operating beyond
the limits established by Illinois law by making larger loans. The other problem with Becker’s
decision was that companies engaging in loans larger than $800 were effectively engaging in the
finance industry, not the small loan business. The director’s ruling also allowed HFC to engage
in this unregulated business at HFC branch offices, further blurring the line between their small
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loans and financing business.

77

In an ad for loans over $800 put out by the Household Finance

Loan Corporation, the company advertised larger loans.78 The ads were misleading to the public,
bearing the same logo as Household Finance Corporation, a company authorized to make small
loans, however, the ad was for loans with the subsidiary that was not licensed by state law to
make such loans.79
The legitimate small loans industry was stirred by Becker’s order. Quickly,
representatives of the state’s credit businesses began contacting officials in the Kerner
administration. Businesses aired their dissatisfaction with the ruling, demanding answers on
what to expect in terms of regulation from the state moving forward. Morton Goldman sent a
letter to the state’s attorney general bemoaning the state’s “mockery” of the “spirit, if not the
letter, of the Consumer Finance Act.”80 Goldman noted that other legitimate small loan
companies were beginning to offer loans beyond the legal limit as well.81 In a correspondence to
Joseph Knight, the newly-appointed Director of Financial Institutions, Morton explained the
ruling was not only unconstitutional, but also harmful to the people of Illinois. It would
encourage “an overextension of personal indebtedness” according to Morton.82 Ironically, the
creditor admitted that such high volumes of credit are not always a ‘public utility,’ but also
threatened communities due to the threat of bankruptcy and economic deprivation resulting from
over-indebtedness.
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Shortly after news broke about the arrangement between the Department of Financial
Institutions and HFC, other small loan businesses started contacting officials in the Kerner
administration. Many requested meetings to discuss the implications and legality of Becker’s
decision.83 After the HFC decision, the Chicago Sun Times reported “a steady stream of
competing small loan company officials” could be seen “moving in and out of Kerner’s office.”84
The creditors’ representatives also met with Joseph Knight at the Department of Financial
Institutions. He soon appointed a committee consisting of representatives from six of the state’s
foremost small loan agencies to consider where to progress.85 Becker’s successor at the
Department of Financial Services and the governor were of two minds on the privilege extended
to HFC. Some of the loan companies protested the directive, questioning the legality of the
decision. Others strove to secure the same commercial rights granted to HFC by the state.86
Businessmen in the small loan industry were joined in their concern toward the State’s
legally questionable acts by Representative Abner Mikva. He asserted that the State wrongly
granted permission to Household Finance, committing a “clear violation of the spirit and
language of the law” meant to regulate small loan transactions.87 Mikva was concerned that the
directive from the agency would allow the small loan companies to charge an unregulated
amount of money for fees and additional fees. Mikva tested his theory, applying for a $2,500
loan with HFC. He found that the high cost of the loan insurance Household forced its clients to
buy for small loans raised total cost for their loans above the 7 percent ad-on rate spelled out in
the state’s small loan statute. Mikva learned that in addition to the 13.6 percent charge for
83
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interest, the maximum legal amount, he also was responsible for a $200 charge to pay for
insurance on the loan.88 Mikva asserted that the cost for the insurance premiums elevated the
charges for interest up as much as 20 percent.89 The state legislator was concerned that other
small loan companies, seeing the potential profits in the financing industry, might begin to
engage in this business as well, increasing the amount of consumer debt due to the high interest
rates and ad-on fees.90
The Household Finance Company argued that the regulatory agency’s decision was
completely legal. Harold Haugan contended that HFC’s engagement in the finance industry was
“perfectly legal:” there was “nothing underhanded about it.”91 His colleagues in the credit
industry, however, disagreed with him. The other small loan companies lobbied the governor’s
office to either rescind its permission to HFC to finance large loans, or to allow the other loan
agencies the same privilege.92 Kerner’s office first conducted an assessment of Becker’s
decision, concluding it was legal, if unfortunate.93 The small loan companies, however, were
intent on either getting HFC’s large loan authorization revoked, or authorization extended to the
other small loan firms. Knight appointed a committee composed of representatives of the other
small loan companies to formulate a plan including universal increase for loan limits to small
loan lenders across the state.94 Following submission of their plan, Kerner eventually permitted
other small loan companies to issue loans over $800, allowing them to issue loans for up to
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$7,500.

The governor noted that many of the credit regulations proposed in the 1961

legislative session failed to make it through the General Assembly. Limits on insurance charges
for loans, harsher penalties for usurious loans, and rate caps on automobile sales all failed to pass
muster.96
Kerner clearly accepted that the 1961 reforms would not suffice in improving the
garnishment or credit system in the state. In the Summer of 1962, he appointed a huge
legislative committee on credit reform made up of 64 members to consider additional reforms for
the 1963 legislative session.97 When he assigned the committee, the governor proposed that the
State should finally develop a workable solution to “the dilemma of how to protect the
consumer-borrower, consistent with fairness to the business community and stimulation of
economic growth within the state.”98 Kerner was true to his promise to be fair to the business
community. His committee to propose legislation for the 73rd General Assembly included scores
of representatives from such well-known names in Illinois finance such as; Household Finance
Company; the Illinois Bankers Association; the Northern Illinois Corporation; First National
Bank and Trust; Suburban Trust and Savings Bank.99
The bulk of the committee was made up of members from the banking, credit, and retail
industries. The remainder of the committee was drawn from the civil service, labor, and
academic community.100 In one interview, Abner Mikva commented that the legislative
committee was filled with credit industry supporters, having “no consumer extremists, but a
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great many credit extremists. So the compromise that was reached was between the middle-ofthe-roaders and the credit extremists.”101 As the legislation worked its way through the
legislative process, the Chicago Sun Times ran an article stating credit industry lobbyists, “whose
bread and butter is involved,” assiduously cultivated agreeable legislation. Meanwhile, “the
neutral public-spirited citizen members frequently were otherwise occupied and missed the
meetings.”102 Even though their lack of discipline was likely not a major factor, the consumer,
or the “debtor” as lawmakers in Springfield referred to it, had considerably less representation
than the creditors’ position.
Credit groups representing an entrenched political bloc in Springfield were ready to
counter reform efforts in 1962. According to Dorothy Lascoe , this time creditors would not be
caught by surprise as in 1961. Lascoe, who sat on the business ethics subcommittee of the
Mayor’s Committee on New Residents, was very passionate about garnishment reform. After
the 1962 legislation stalled, she commented in an interview, that “the credit interests” were
angered by the previous year’s provisions on garnishment—“not that it hurt them” but rather
because “they felt it was a preview of things to come.”103 In 1962, they “banded together—the
banks, loan companies, finance companies—to make sure 1963 wouldn’t hurt them.” The
various retail and credit groups represented a significant force in Illinois politics.104 According
to Abner Mikva, the credit industry was one of the most potent political forces in Illinois. He
commented that “the credit companies are the single most powerful and influential lobby in
Springfield” due to their largesse and lobbying power.
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By 1963, when reform recommendations made the previous year were brought to a vote,
the credit industry was ready for a major battle over consumer credit. The various appendages of
the consumer credit industry worked to not only kill attempts at credit reform, but also to push
laws improving the business environment in Illinois for the credit industry in general. For
example, one approved bill allowed creditors to charge up to nearly 20 percent annually, whereas
previous interest rates on small loans were 13 percent a year.105 This bill inevitably added a huge
financial burden to working families’ finances. Another bill allowed small loan companies to
take a home as security. Loan companies were allowed to sell mortgages and foreclose if the
buyer defaulted.106 Previously, Illinois finance companies often sold life insurance in addition to
the loan, forcing borrowers to pay for a useless insurance policy. In 1963, a bill passed allowing
finance companies to not only sell life insurance, but also health, accident, and property
insurance. finance companies market share thus broadened in the insurance industry, putting
consumers in a position to pay countless dollars in additional insurance charges.107 Another bill
to put a cap on interest charges on installment loans was killed.108 Upon being interviewed after
the legislation passed, one creditor commented, “we need those rates, because with some loans
the risk is so great.”109 Creditors could still charge any amount they saw fit for loans, as long as
the charge appeared in the contract.
The reform provisions in the bills faced a sustained onslaught from Republicans who
were intent on blocking any attempt at reforms. Many reforms stalled in the Senate Banking
Committee. Bills with strong regulatory provisions to improve the credit options for Illinois
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consumers, such as tightening auto dealers licensing requirements, granting additional powers to
the attorney general, and licensing and regulating sales finance companies, were rejected in the
banking committee.110 One bill capping interest charges on installment loans at 28 percent
somehow made it through the banking committee and to the floor for a vote. Before the
Lieutenant Governor could call a vote, Republican Senator Dwight Friedrich from Centralia,
Illinois, a staunch conservative,111 urged Shapiro to cancel the vote.112 Friedrich had personal
reasons for opposing the limit on interest charges, as he owned a small loan company113 and
served as director of Old National Bank in Centralia and First State Bank in Patoka.114
During the legislative wrangling, the credit industry worked with its representatives in
the General Assembly to steer legislation they supported through the legislature, dropping
legislation they opposed. In the state senate, the credit industry successfully passed bills they
broadly supported, and with Democratic help. The Democratic Majority Leader of the senate
sponsored bills including pro-creditor provisions, such as increasing finance charges and
allowing creditors to force customers to buy loan insurance. When the bills went to the House,
Abner Mikva was pushed out of the process. Democratic Representative Paul Powell was given
sponsorship for the bills because House leadership knew Mikva would be opposed to the senate
legislation. The Chicago Daily News reported that Powell’s sponsorship of the bills allowed the
House leadership to urge their members to vote for bills believed to be supported by the Kerner
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administration.
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Mikva later commented that the bills passed were a “sellout” by the House to

the special interests in the credit industry.116 In the senate, legislative drama spilled out onto the
House floor over a fight between Mikva and Republican Representative George Dolezal, who
was also the Chairman of the Senate Banking Committee.117 The argument arose when Mikva
exposed Dolezal informed him William J. Durow, the chief lobbyist for HFC was to set the
hearings the bills. When Mikva made these comments known on the House floor, Dolezal denied
them, calling Mikva a liar. Mikva later commented that:
I heard the words I quoted on the floor from his lips. If he says I lied, then I say he lies,
and I will test whether he’s lying any place he wants—on the floor or anywhere else. I
have too much respect for this legislature, too much regard to lie to this House. I state
what was said to me.
Dolezal did not reply to Mikva’s last statement. During the exchange, the scene was so
contentious, the Speaker of the House felt the need pound his gavel, demanding that order be
restored. He even cleared the aisles of the House of spectators. In spite of the howls of
condemnation from Mikva, the bills still passed.
Progressives in Chicago lambasted the suite of legislation passing the General Assembly.
Mark Satter was extremely dissatisfied. When asked about the reforms he sputtered “Reform? It
was betrayal. A clear case of violent betrayal.”118 The Chicago Daily News wrote the obituary
on Illinois’ second round of attempts to establish credit reform laws in a January 1965 article on
credit abuses. The newspaper was very critical of the state, publishing several scathing articles
noting the considerable influence of the credit and retail industry in Illinois. Editorial writers for
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the newspaper bemoaned the legislature’s inability to pass meaningful credit reform legislation.
The authors explained that “despite the credit reform laws passed by the 1961 Legislature amid
great fanfare, and the efforts to make still further improvements in the 1963 session, the credit
situation is as bad as it was before, if not worse.”119 The newspaper noted that the credit industry
successfully outflanked consumer reform advocates. The issue “simply got lost” in the
legislative process as other political issues took precedence over consumer reforms.120 Another
Chicago Daily News article was even more scathing, expounding that this was reform “Illinoisstyle,” which in the end, failed to address the systemic problems in garnishment.121
The Chicago Sun Times lambasted the Illinois legislative process from start to finish.
The liberal newspaper provided a small graph revealing the simple interest rate currently in
effect (13.2%), the interest rate advised by the Governor’s Study Committee in the Summer of
1962 (15.6%), and the rate listed in the final legislation (19.56%).122 The graph demonstrated
how the cost for loans steadily increased due to the negotiations. In the legislation, creditors
successfully used the reform effort to support their own interests, using the apparatus of the state
to allow them to charge higher amounts for credit. The legislation was a huge victory for the
credit and retail industries.
After the votes, Governor Kerner continued to take his wait-and-see approach to
garnishment and credit reforms. He tried to evince a level of satisfaction with the votes he
considered “a reasonable and fair compromise among conflicting points of view:” but he could
not betray a sense of “disappointment” that some of the liberal legislation he favored failed to
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pass. The governor acknowledged that the problems the legislation sought to address still
remained, qualifying his hopes “that comparable proposals will again be presented to the
legislature two years from now.”123
The political environment in Springfield during the mid-1960s was very hostile to credit
reforms with Republican control of the State Senate.124 Republicans’ jurisdiction of the state
senate was maintained with the help of a district apportionment system for the state senate
favoring Downstate Illinois, and in turn favoring the Republicans.125 During this time, senate
districts were apportioned by size. This gave Downstate Illinois, which even then was
dominated by Republicans, a great advantage over the Democrats, whose political power was
centered in Chicago and the suburbs surrounding Chicago. The state’s system of apportioning
senate seats enabled Downstate Republicans to easily block legislation if they voted as a group.
This caused a rural-urban split to form making it difficult to pass “urban legislation.”126
Representative Abner Mikva commented that the power of the Downstate legislators made it so
‘urban legislation’ beneficial to Chicago and minorities generally was given short shrift by white
politicians Downstate. Reflecting on the legislation, Mikva commented in an interview “this is
so much of a big city problem that Downstate senators just aren’t interested.”127 Admittedly,
garnishment was a vexing problem, but it was described in the press as an urban problem with
the strongest voices for reform coming from Chicago. It was, perhaps, a secondary concern for
many outside of Chicago, because the most egregious credit abuses occurred in urban areas.
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This system caused citizens in urban senate districts to be under-represented in the
General Assembly. For example, over 569,000 Illinois residents living in District 1, which
included Cook County, were all represented with one state senator. Meanwhile the 48th Senate
district in Downstate Illinois was composed of just over 66,000 people. This system gave
Downstate Illinois control of nearly a third of the seats in the Senate chamber, Republicans
holding most Downstate seats.128
Major structural and systemic barriers stood in the way of reform, however, by the mid1960s, the need for new substantive garnishment and credit legislation was more pressing than
ever. Mikva’s calls for more garnishment reforms and systemic change were certainly justified.
By 1965, the Cook County Circuit Court issued 84,513 garnishments, a record number of cases
amounting to 72% more garnishments than in 1961 when the first round of reforms were first
passed by the Illinois General Assembly.129 Consumer credit also pushed so many Illinoisans
into bankruptcy that the state ranked third in the nation for bankruptcies with over 13,000 filed in
1964.130 Nationwide bankruptcies were on the rise. By 1964 there were over 175,000
bankruptcies. A decade earlier, less than half that number was filed with 53,136 bankruptcy
cases in 1954.131
The human cost of increasing volumes of consumer credit and augmented numbers of
garnishments was on the rise during the mid-1960s as well. In March 1966, another garnished
worker in Chicago took his own life, this time by shooting himself. Carl Clark was a 24 year old
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auto worker recently moved from Indiana, currently working at a Ford manufacturing plant in
Chicago Heights, Illinois. He was horrified to learn on a payday in January 1966, “his entire
week’s take home pay of $122.39 had been turned over to the State of Indiana for delinquent
state income taxes.”132 He asked his employer for his earned vacation pay to “tide him over” till
his next paycheck. On the next payday, he received his check, but Indiana received $208.84 out
of $363.93 in earned wages and vacation pay. The second deduction was enough to pay for his
delinquent income tax debt. According to the Wall Street Journal, he grew “despondent over the
pay loss” and shot and killed himself.133
The sale of installment credit continued to be sold in increasing volumes throughout the
mid-1960s, in spite of the rising violence and retail exploitation. By 1964, total sales nationwide
from installment buying rose 130 percent from a decade earlier,134 growing to over $53.7
billion.135 According to a United Press International Article in 1964, this translated into the
purchase of $280 worth of installment credit by 190 million Americans.136 The spike in
installment sales was due in part to rising in automobile purchases, which accounted for $22.1
billion in credit purchases. Mail order transactions, door-to-door sales purchases, and all manner
of retail sales were secured with credit, as well.137
Local banks and savings and loan institutions on the South Side, even bankers, were
concerned about instability in the consumer credit market, though predominately due to fears of
inflation. Seaway National Bank, founded in November 1965 with $3.8 million in total assets
132
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and over 4,500 accounts. It expanded its business with over 1,200 new accounts in just over a
year.138 Bank President Harold Algar commented that he expected continued growth “tied to the
economy of the area, which in my opinion is excellent.”139 Algar was concerned about the threat
posed by a tightening credit market. Due to the threat of new credit regulations by year’s end, or
even possibly due to inflation, he and a number of bankers feared a narrowing market, which was
rising throughout the 1960s and into the 1970s. The president of South East National Bank on
63rd and Woodlawn shared Algar’s concerns about the retail credit market. In his area, Algar
claimed much the population was “65-75 percent transitory”140 with people holding little respect
for law and order or property.
In 1965, a raft of pro-consumer legislation relating to consumer credit and garnishment
was defeated in Illinois due to overwhelming Republican opposition to the reforms in the State
Senate. HB 526 would have put significant restrictions on the practice of deficiency judgment,
which allowed retailers to repossess items in the event of a default on an installment loan, as well
as to sue for the purchase price of item.141 The dramatic rise in automobile sales during the
1960s142 primarily grew though the use installment credit contracts, causing a rise in deficiency
judgment cases in the mid-1960s. The very nature of the city’s retail industry in communities of
color, which relied on exploitative and abusive sales practices, made deficiency judgment a
considerable problem for African Americans and other minority consumers. Creditors using
contracts in retail sales easily were able to secure repossessions and wage assignments. The
proposed deficiency judgment legislation would have allowed merchants to choose between
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repossessing the item or suing for the purchase price of the product. These options delimited the
amount of income merchants could make off of loan defaults. Other bills defeated in the senate
included pro-consumer provisions such as new rules increasing the amount of wages exempt
from garnishment; limits on the maximum finance charges for automobile sales; and a “cooling
off” period of one week for contracts obtained from door-to-door sales, during which time the
contract could be cancelled.
In the early and mid-1960s, extreme, media-sensationalized, human tragedies related to
personal credit and financial concerns hung over the debate on credit and garnishment reform.
These misfortunes served to both demonstrate the profound need for garnishment reforms,
gradually leading to new legislative recommendations groping for solutions to the problem. In
1960, William Rodriguez swallowed poison to escape his credit troubles. In 1966, Donald Dean
Jackson went on suicide-killing spree looking for satisfaction and to level the playing field
between him, the customer, and his creditors. Both Rodriguez and Jackson took extreme action
out of a profound sense of desperation with their credit troubles. By 1966, as mounting
bankruptcies and consumer credit debt continued plaguing Chicago’s the working-class and
communities of color, the city again searched for answers to this ongoing, ever changing
problem. The public conversation on garnishment and credit reform grew more strained and
hostile in Chicago by the mid-1960s. In spite of the horrors of the Fohrman killings, creditors
continued expanding their businesses, profiting from the sale of predatory installment loans in
these communities.
After the Fohrman murders, one Chicago alderman aggressively pursued the issue of
credit reform. Alderman Charles Chew of the Seventeenth Ward on the South Side proposed a
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citywide cap on interest rates on installment loans. He also called for the City Council’s
committee on state legislation to begin hearings discussing the questionable sales practices of
some Chicago automobile dealers.143 Chew also requested investigations of Fohrman Motors,
which received previous consumer complaints from other customers. 144 In his calls for
investigation, the alderman encouraged other Fohrman customers to step forward and share their
experiences with the firm which already had multiple complaints made against it by frustrated
customers.145 Chew additionally initiated a verbal tirade against the Fohrmans and their sales
practices, which he said ultimately was the real cause of the killings and causing undue hardship
in communities of color.146 The alderman’s hackles were raised after the incident. He was
exceptionally sympathetic of Jackson’s plight, explaining in news reports that if only Jackson
had been treated fairly in the transaction, “he wouldn’t have killed anyone.”147 Chew also
remarked that Donald Dean Jackson “didn’t kill the Fohrman brothers and their sales
manager.”148 According to Chew, “they killed themselves through their questionable business
practices.”149 Chew was unapologetic with his inflammatory statements against the Fohrmans,
whom he considered a part of the credit problem in Chicago’s minority communities. Soon,
individuals living on the South Side began voicing their support for Chew’s aggressive approach.
Others spoke up, demonstrating their increasing dissatisfaction with the Fohrman’s and the
broader community of creditors operating in minority neighborhoods.

“Chew Seeking Chicago Auto Credit Probe,” Chicago Defender, 15 January 1966.
“Portrait of Frustration: Chew Checking Complaints of Fohrman Buyers: Alderman May Seek Ordinance to
Limit Auto Interest Rates,” Daily Defender, 11 January 1966.
145
“Financial Frustration: Chew Launches Probe After Massacre at Fohrman Firm,” Chicago Defender, 10 January
1966.
146
Ibid.
147
Ibid.
148
Ibid.
149
Ibid.
143
144

201

Alderman Chew honed into the increasing displeasure among members of the public in
his ward, and throughout the city, toward credit lenders over garnishment and credit abuses
developing in communities of color in Chicago by the mid-1960s. After the Fohrman killings,
which were vividly displayed in local newspapers opinion columns, more and more people began
voicing their frustrations. South Side residents wrote letters to the Defender not only supporting
Jackson, 150 but also the more aggressive, pro-consumer approach to credit and garnishment
reform proposed by the alderman. One Defender reader addressed the need for new reforms in
an editorial assiduously appraising the inequalities of the credit system for minority credit users.
They called for bold action on the issue by the state legislature. The writer alluded to the fact
that previous statewide legislation failed to pass, or failed to impress, the public, noting that the
black community in Chicago should “welcome” Chew’s campaign. The opinion piece further
lamented the fact that black credit users were “at the bottom of the economic ladder,” and that
“Chew’s one-man crusade was a step in the right direction;” the time to act was now.151
The Fohrman killings seemingly marked the beginning of a more contentious public
debate on credit abuses in Chicago. Chicago residents identified issues relating to inequality and
discrimination as pressing concerns in need of resolution, not only through community and
municipal efforts, but also with new state legislation. Yet just as some Chicagoans condemned
the letter-writers registering their support for Jackson, some residents also condemned Alderman
Chew, who had long been outspoken on issues relating to race and social concerns.152
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Max Steiner, the president of Clifford Peterson Tool Company. He insisted he was
“shocked” at Chew’s comment that “appears to condone this horrendous triple slaying,”
explaining that the only “justification for murder is self-defense.”153 In an editorial published
several days later, Mrs. James Butler rebutted Steiner’s comments, reasoning that they reflected
“his utter contempt for Alderman Chew on a personal basis.” She argued that “no one condones
murder,” and that Alderman Chew had good reason to call for new reforms because according to
her “it has been a way of life for the poor to bear excessive financial practices.”154 Mrs. Butler
considered credit predations by local moneylenders one of the “accepted burdens of inequality”
for African Americans and the white working-class. She insisted “one solution to the problem
would be consumer education on a level which would permit persons to follow through legally
on what they may feel is unfair credit practice.” Mrs. Butler, like many Chicago residents in the
mid-1960s, believed new statewide reforms addressing the issues of consumer credit education,
inequality, and due process for working-class credit users should be imposed by the state
legislature.
Influential interest groups also took up the mantle of reform again, as Chew was joined in
his calls for new protective measure for consumers by unions and community groups
increasingly dissatisfied with Illinois legislators’ inability to pass reforms actually benefiting the
consumers. In March 1966, DeWitt Gilpin, a community and public relations representative for
the United Auto Workers, rallied for new reforms. He implored Democratic legislators in
Springfield to resist the demands of credit industry lobbyists to modify the legislation to suit
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their purposes.

155

Gilpin commented at a legislative hearing on credit abuses that his union

would initiate a credit boycott to put pressure on the credit industry should the General Assembly
failed to pass suitable legislation.156 Gilpin noted that the failure to initiate new credit reforms in
1965 was defeated by who he called “credit con men” successfully pressuring state legislators to
forego additional reforms.157
Unions’ position on garnishment evolved, becoming gradually more ambitious and
progressive. In 1966, testifying before the Illinois State Senate Banking Committee, Robert W.
Johnston, the vice president of the Illinois AFL-CIO, called for eliminating wage assignment. If
that could not be accomplished, the AFL-CIO was fine with a state law simply prohibiting
workplace terminations due to garnishments and an increase of the state’s weekly garnishment
exemption to 90 percent of a workers’ wages.158 By December 1967, after another round of state
reform legislation had been defeated in Illinois, the AFL-CIO called for the complete abolition of
wage assignments through a federal statute.159
The Chicago Conference to Fulfill these Rights was another group calling for additional
reforms to the credit system.160 The organization was composed primarily of local Democratic
Party officials and activists. In early 1966, the group requested Governor Kerner sign consumer
credit reform legislation into law shortly after the Forhman killings. State Representative Harold
Washington spoke on behalf of the committee at a conference on consumer credit sponsored by
the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents. Washington noted that his constituents were
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growing restive over the issue. In an interview with the Defender, he stated that “community
sentiment was being crystalized on this issue.” The public was growing infuriated with the
state’s inability to act on the issue.161
In a February 1966 speech, Abner Mikva also renewed his pleas for garnishment reform,
launching an even stronger attack against the opponents of consumer credit reform in Illinois.
Speaking before the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents, Mikva lambasted the legitimate
business community, expressing its culpability for the state’s inability to pass meaningful
garnishment reform. Mikva reiterated that the need for reform was “more desperate than the last
time that these proposals were offered by this committee.” For the benefit of committee
members, Mikva provided a legal definition for wanton negligence, which he defined as:
reckless indifference to the consequences of an act or omission, where the party acting or
failing to act is conscious of his conduct and, without any actual intent to injure, is aware,
from his knowledge of existing circumstances and conditions, that his conduct will
inevitably or probably result in injury to another.

Mikva proposed a far more radical solution to the garnishment problem than he had before. He
proposed confessions of judgment be eliminated and credit sold at cheaper rates, as well as to
dispense with small reforms doing little more than progress the cycle of wage garnishment,
bankruptcy, and unabated poverty.
The Mayor’s Committee on New Resident convened a public hearing on consumer credit
at City Hall in February 1966,.162 The meeting was meant to give members of the public an
opportunity to discuss their concerns and experiences with credit abuses, as well as make
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recommendations on legislative solutions to the problem.

163

Some of these suggestions were

included in the final draft of recommendations submitted to the General Assembly. The
testimonies of the attendees at the hearing were moving, demonstrating why legislation was
needed. Sandra Turner cried as she testified before the committee, informing them she was in
the process of getting a divorce because the two of them could not pay their car payments. The
Mayor’s Committee on New Residents final proposals called for state licensure of finance
companies, abolishing the confession of judgment, and limiting an employer’s right to fire an
employee due to garnishments.164 Similar proposals were previously submitted to the legislature
in 1965, at the end of the legislative session. The bills passed the House, however, they were
blocked in the State Senate.
The last effort during the 1960s to pass statewide consumer credit and garnishment
reform in Illinois occurred in 1967, but was overshadowed by the emergence of a solid
Republican majority in the General Assembly. In 1967, Republicans assumed complete
jurisdiction of the General Assembly by seizing control of the lower house of the General
Assembly. They additionally maintained their grasp on the State Senate, which had long been a
barrier to the passage of new garnishment and credit legislation.165 At the beginning of the
legislative session, members of both the Republican and Democratic leadership in the General
Assembly acknowledged the need for consumer credit reform and garnishment reforms. Senate

163

Ibid.
“Calls for New Credit Abuse Legislation,” Chicago Tribune, 18 January 1967.
165
Robert Howard, “Ask Reform in City Hall Jobs: G.O.P. Leaders Tell Legislative Program,” Chicago Tribune, 4
January 1967.
164

206

Majority Leader W. Russell Arrington identified it as an issue Republicans and Democrats could
come to a bipartisan consensus on.166
On February 8, 1966, Senate Majority Leader W. Russell Arrington appointed a
legislative committee to draft bills for the 1967 session, led by Senator Arthur Gottschalk. After
the study group made its recommendations, Arrington co-sponsored legislation in December
1966 that he said would “protect the unsuspecting citizens and the credit industry.” In reality,
the bills mostly maintained the status quo, only making minor adjustments to the state’s
garnishment system. 167 The 1966 legislative recommendations called for an additional increase
in the wage garnishment exemption from $45 to $65.168 Additionally, the proposed legislation
required creditors to inform both debtor and employer of the intent to collect debts through wage
assignment “if the wage earner is behind in his payments at least 20 days.” Other provisions
addressed the secondary difficulties faced by consumers, such as a provision in the law
restricting creditors’ ability to contact a customer’s employer concerning a debt owed. All of the
following conditions had to be met before a creditor was permitted to contact a debtor’s
employer. The debtor had to be informed of the creditor’s intention to contact the employer, a
valid wage assignment for the debt was required, and the debtor had to be in arrears for a period
of at least 20 days.
The majority of the Republicans’ focus was on door-to-door sales and street vendors
using contracts in retail sales. The bills called for a “cooling off period” for unsolicited door-todoor transactions secured by a contract. This meant the buyer could return the item and get a full
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refund so long as it was returned within 24 hours.

169

Under the new law, a customer could void a

sales contract on purchases of $50 or more simply by informing the seller and returning the item
within three days. The merchant was then required to return the money. Part of the proposed
legislation called for add-on charges to be listed as a separate dollar amount. It also required
interest charges for loans be advertised in “terms of dollar per $100 principal per year.”170 These
minor changes to the credit system, while long-overdue, failed to significantly alter the
garnishment system. They provided some relief to consumers from retail and credit chicanery,
but failed to eliminate garnishment or wage assignments.171 The recommendations did exempt
spouses from responsibility for contracts, unless they were a cosigner. This was an important
win for consumers, but was no silver bullet for the garnishment problem.
“Republican credit reform” as the Chicago Tribune called the latest legislative push to
improve the state’s garnishment and credit system, received mixed reviews from Illinois
policymakers and other interested parties. Jerome Schur, the current chairman of the Credit
Legislation subcommittee of the Mayor’s Committee on New Residents was enthusiastic about
the legislation. He called it “the most far-reaching credit reforms bills which have been enacted
in Illinois in the last decade.” Admittedly, Illinois had a modest record on garnishment and
credit reforms in the 1950s and 1960s, therefore Schur’s claim was technically valid. After all,
the law permitted the consumer, at least in some transactions, to be released from the financial
stranglehold of a contract. A small victory for consumers long hounded by debt collectors
empowered by their ability to assert their claims on debts owed due to the provisions in a
contact, but a legitimate one. Governor Kerner indicated that the legislation fell short of his
169
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expectations. He signed the bill, nonetheless, commenting that the legislation would “give
important new consideration to the welfare of the consumer.”172 The truth remained that without
eliminating the threat of garnishment and wage assignment, creditors and retailers continued to
preyed upon urban working-class consumers and their wages.
The story of Illinois’ efforts to improve conditions for consumers, particularly workingclass consumers of color threatened by coercive credit arrangements and garnishments, was
characterized by abrupt fits and starts. Legislative reform efforts in the 1960s were often
inaugurated with suicides and murders underlining the need for reform. They also were simply
not enough to sustain public pressure on state legislators to finally eliminate garnishment and
wage assignment. From the beginning of the initial push to reform garnishments in 1961,
consumer groups and activists acknowledged the importance of finally abolishing garnishments.
Unfortunately, due to overwhelming opposition from retail and credit groups and their
Republican allies in Springfield, all efforts to abolish the practice failed. At times the ‘reform’
legislation even worsened the credit situation for consumers by giving creditors and retailers
even more power in installment sales transactions. The state’s credit issues were not going away
any time soon, and in the late 1960s, Illinois witnessed riots and rising public dissatisfaction with
authority. This was certainly in part because of the state’s callous approach to garnishment and
consumer credit reform. The Chicago and Illinois way of dealing with unfair systems of
indebtedness haunts us to the present. Illinois lawmakers had the opportunity to initiate
substantive reforms on numerous occasions. Instead, during the course of the negotiations to
reform the credit industry during the 1960s, credit industry representatives and their lobbyists got
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legislation predominately benefitting them, making circumstances worse.
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Abner Mikva admitted as much and commented, "we tried to solve burglary problems by
legalizing burglary."174
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CHAPTER 5: “WHITE MAN AIN’T MILKING ME NO MORE”
By the late 1960s, the consequences of the state and federal governments’ inability to
pass a robust package of garnishment and consumer credit reforms became tragically obvious.
As garnishments and bankruptcies continued to rise in Chicago, so too did revolts against poor
market and borrowing conditions in cities across the nation. Urban rebellions took a toll on
Chicago and several other U.S. cities in the late-1960s. Rebellions were due in part to aggrieved
African American consumers’ dissatisfaction with exploitative credit systems that charged,
targeted, and exploited them. In the aftermath of the conflagrations, the Johnson administration
empaneled a “riot commission”1 led by Illinois Governor Kerner that quickly determined
borrowing conditions in these areas were unfair. Through interviews with locals, the
commission determined that people’s concerns about debt, and frustrations with the credit
system, were major causes of the rebellions. Punitive and exploitative urban credit and
collections systems threatened the broader working-class as well. By the 1960s, a nebulous and
disjointed consumer movement emerged that included labor unions, community groups, and civil
rights organizations all attempting to provide relief to low-wage consumers2 and lobby for state
and federal consumer reforms. Demands for reforms by consumer activists and rising public
anxiety about the civil disturbances put the government under increasing pressure to provide
some form of assistance to consumers. By the end of the 1960s, when the garnishment issue

1

In response to the urban uprisings occurring in U.S. cities, President Lyndon Johnson empaneled the National
Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders to research the causes of the riots.
2
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1950s, but the Consumer Movement grew more during the 1960s.
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climaxed as a factor in U.S. social and economic life, a number of issues relating to the
garnishment problem were mitigated in a sense. The passage of a federal truth-in-lending law
and a Supreme Court ruling on garnishment at last provided some aid. All the same, the
government’s solutions to the garnishment problem were fairly underwhelming, allowing
garnishments to continue, and only modestly increased the federal government’s regulatory role
of U.S. garnishment and credit systems.
A number of historians have dealt with the consumer aspects of the urban rebellions in
the late 1960s. Lizabeth Cohen acknowledged that the civil disturbances had a major consumer
component. She noted that the consumer movement re-emerging during the 1960s focused on
protecting low-income consumers. Consumer activists demonstrated consciousness of the gamut
of urban social problems. Since they were focused on providing protections to the poor, Cohen
rationalized that this dedication to reform “testified to the persistence of the Consumers’
Republic framework—that mass consumption, with fair access, offered the solution.”1 It was,
however, consumers’ lack of access to affordable credit and unfair borrowing conditions that
they were rebelling against in the first place. In Debtor Nation, Louis Hyman also wrote about
the urban rebellions. He explained that the participants clearly were conscious of the fact that
they were being exploited.2 Hyman wrote about the Congressional debates over the solutions to
the urban problems. Both of these works provided context to the rebellions and the debate about
them. Yet to really understand the uprisings, it is necessary to look deeper at the federal
government’s solution to the garnishment problem. This dissertation uses administration
considerations about the bill to get at these issues.
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The 1968 Consumer Credit Protection Act and the Supreme Court’s decision in Sniadach
v. Family Finance Corp. kept garnishments in place, maintaining creditors’ advantage.3
Restrictions on garnishments were enshrined in a national statute, however, and the Supreme
Court decision meant that judgment debtors would get their day in court.4 The long-delayed
Supreme Court decision on borrowers’ due process rights did not eliminate garnishment, nor did
the CCCPA. There was no reconsideration of the relationship between borrowers and lenders, or
between wages and consumption in the United States, either. By the late twentieth-century,
consumer credit increased by even greater amounts due to new types of credit and increasing
amounts of consumer incomes servicing debts.5 The federal solutions also did not put credit
abuse dilemma to rest, and unregulated credit, high charges, and even garnishments continue to
be significant problems to this day. Therefore, the social and economic cost of permitting
loosely regulated, unequal debt enforcement mechanisms, and consumption practices was
staggering for members of the working-class in Chicago and in industrial centers across the
country.
Certainly, Kennedy and Johnson administration officials supported a legislative solution
to provide consumer credit reforms all throughout this period. But they were more adept at
passing tax cuts as a solution to the country’s economic problems, consistently failing to pass
any kind of legislation to regulate consumer credit until the end of the decade. Senator Paul
Douglas of Illinois first introduced truth-in-lending legislation in 1960. The law was held up,
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however, for seven years in the Senate Banking Committee. In 1962, John F. Kennedy sent a
special message to Congress establishing a consumer bill of rights and called on Congress to
develop legislation to protect consumers.7 The enumerated rights included ambitious goals such
as the right to “safety, to be informed, to choose, and to be heard.” Unfortunately, these
objectives were never fully realized. The Democrats in the 1960s instead harnessed consumers’
spending power to stimulate growth within a Keynesian economic framework.8 In 1962, the
Kennedy administration passed a $14 billion tax cut for the purpose of stimulating consumer
spending.9 In 1964, the Johnson administration guided its own raft of taxes cuts through
Congress, demonstrating its resolve to continue applying Keynesian economic solutions and to
use government actions to augment consumers’ buying power to facilitate economic growth. 10
Tax cuts can only provide so much in the form of economic assistance. More was needed to
provide relief to the specific needs of low-income consumers. In 1966, the administration got a
chance to guide an ambitious legislative package through Congress, however in the end, the
legislation was fairly moderate, reflecting the hesitancy that lingered in the administration about
reforming the garnishment and credit system.
The prevailing goals in the Johnson administration for the truth-in-lending reforms were
modest. President Johnson laid out his proposals in a March 1966 address to Congress in which
he beckoned legislators to take action in the field of consumer credit.11 In his speech, the
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president acknowledged that he instinctually preferred limited governmental regulation of the
consumer credit industry, preferring to let the market run its course. He accepted, however, the
valid and growing need for consumer reforms for America’s working-classes and impoverished
populations. In his address, the president commented that “by comparison with the scope of the
market, the task of the Government is relatively small.” Later in the speech, he enumerated the
key provisions in the proposed legislation simply calling for: “full and accurate information to
the borrower, and--simple and routine calculations for the lender.”12 Johnson’s legislative
proposal included the basic elements of the truth-in-lending legislation Senator Paul Douglas’
attempted to pass in 1960.
Congresswoman Leonor K. Sullivan of Missouri sponsored legislation that would have
accomplished the modest goals laid out by the president in his speech. Her legislation would
have completely abolished garnishment; imposed a maximum interest rate for loans; required full
disclosure of credit term, even for revolving credit plans; and given the federal government
emergency powers to control credit markets during times of crisis. On garnishment, her bill
would have also imposed a $1,000 fine and a one year jail sentence for violating the law’s strict
provisions against garnishment.13 Her legislation garnered enthusiastic support from the labor
movement and other reform activists. At its convention in December 1967, the AFL-CIO
supported a resolution calling for the complete abolition of garnishment.14 Unfortunately, the
majority of her recommendations did not make it into the final legislation, including the
provisions abolishing garnishment and imposition of meaningful government regulation of the
consumer credit industry.
12
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Unions were some of the most passionate advocates for consumer reform, both at the
state and federal level. All throughout the early twentieth-century, unions fought back against
pro-creditor garnishment legislation. They continued this practice into the 1950s and 1960s by
providing consumer counseling and education to their members, as well as by lobbying for
reforms. Unions fought back against garnishments throughout this time period, arguing that it
robbed workers of their rights to their property, their earned wages. As dismissals due to
garnishments increased during the mid-twentieth-century, unions pressed for legislative solutions
to at least stop employers from firing employees due to garnishments. When the federal
government finally took up the issue of consumer credit and garnishment reform, unions were
ready to lobby for the most progressive solution offered by legislators to secure a long-sought
legislative priority.
The debates in Congress revealed considerable linkages between the urban rebellions and
the truth-in-lending legislation, which was widely viewed as a federal solution to the urban social
problems that caused the civil disturbances. As Congress, began debating the new truth-inlending legislation in August 1967, the Kerner commission had already begun doing its
investigative work. I.W. Abel, the president of the United Steelworkers of America and a
member of the Kerner Commission, was invited to address the House Subcommittee on
Consumer Affairs that was debating the credit legislation. He told the committee he had just
returned from Harlem, where the members of the commission were recently touring and
sightseeing the blighted conditions there. “Just yesterday,” he said, members of the committee
toured “Harlem[,] and certainly there is evidence at hand of every place you turn in areas like
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that of the impact and the need for legislation like this.”

15

On garnishment, Abel signaled the

labor movement’s enduring support for reform. The union leader commented that the institution
of garnishment reminded him of debtor’s prison, except “now, instead of seizing his person, they
seize his wages and, in many cases his job.”16 Pat Greathouse, the vice president of the United
Auto Workers union testified, commenting that the bills are an answer to the social problems of
America’s urban centers and low-income consumers. He also explained that the legislation “can
do more to maintain law and order than a dozen repressive antiriot bills.”17
Officials in the Johnson administration were not as open to Sullivan’s proposals. Some
high-ranking officials resolved to take a moderate approach, or do nothing to address many of
the issues raised in Sullivan’s legislation. The Johnson administration utilized “task forces” to
develop legislative recommendations for the president. A task force on garnishment was formed,
made of officials from the Treasury, Justice, and Labor departments, as well as the Council of
Economic Advisers. They were charged with considering the garnishment provisions of the
truth-in-lending legislation. Early in the process, officials in the task force complained that there
was lack of hard-data on garnishment. As a result, the Labor Department developed a report
documenting the “evils” of garnishment and calling for the complete abolition of wage
garnishment.18 Warren Christopher, the Deputy Attorney General, acknowledged that regulating
credit collections in this way would vastly expand the federal government’s roles in an area
previously dealt with entirely by the states. He considered, all the same, it to be a legitimate goal
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to protect workers’ salaries.

19

The Treasury Department was not sold on the idea. After seeing

the DOL report, Joseph W. Barr, the Undersecretary of the Treasury Department, rejected that
Labor officials’ contention that abolishing garnishment would lower costs for consumers. In a
letter to Joseph Califano, a close adviser to the president, Barr argued abolition of garnishment
would likely lead to increased costs for creditors and consumers. He rejected data in the report
noting that states with garnishment had higher bankruptcies.20 The Council of Economic
Advisers also rejected the idea of abolishing garnishment. They argued that still more
information was needed, and that the D.O.L. had not made its case for why garnishment should
be abolished.21 With only minimal support in the administration for a robust solution to the
garnishment problem, most of Sullivan’s proposals never became law. The Congress instead
passed the more modest legislative proposals introduced by Senator William Proxmire.
The final version of the Consumer Credit Protection Act required banks and other lending
institutions to disclose the total cost of credit in “dollars and in yearly percentages,” known as
the APR, for certain installment contracts.22 The act also established a nation-wide cap on the
amount of wages that could be withheld in garnishments, and prohibited employers from
dismissing workers with only one garnishment.23 Proxmire’s truth-in-lending legislation worked
its way through Congress, and soon garnered overwhelming bipartisan support in the Senate.
The law passed with 92 “yes” votes and zero “no” votes.24 In spite of the bill’s palatability in the
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halls of Congress, the legislators deferred their opportunity to pass meaningful garnishment
reform. In its place, they passed a moderate statute leaving much of the power in the hands of
creditors. The law did little to alter the relationship between consumers and creditors. In this
way, federal attempts at reform mirrored those at the state-level in Illinois, which demonstrated
the limits of liberal reform politics and left consumers largely unprotected from credit predations.
The resulting truth-in-lending legislation neither eliminated garnishment, nor did it regulate the
high cost of consumer credit. Rep. Leonor Sullivan acknowledged that the law “was no cure-all”
for the troubled consumer credit market, commenting that “it’s just a beginning.”25 It was,
however, truly the end of a long battle to overhaul the nation’s garnishment and credit practices
that lasted nearly a decade. This was the final time Congress gave serious consideration to
garnishment reform. The CCPA was also the last major federal consumer credit legislation to
become law. It had major shortcomings, did not restrict or regulate the cost of credit, and did
little to provide any meaningful relief to beleaguered U.S. consumers.26
Another major shortcoming of the CCPA was its inability to extend affordable credit to
urban minority communities. The issue was debated during the senate hearings for the
legislation. John Jacob, the executive director of the Washington D.C. branch of the Urban
League, suggested the federal government and the private sector invest in credit unions in urban
areas to provide credit through revolving credit plans to urban residents. The idea of “a credit
card for the ghetto residents” was the Urban League’s solution to unequal access to credit due to
racial discrimination. 27 Senator Proxmire, the chairman of the banking committee, agreed that
affordable credit should be expanded in minority communities. He suggested credit be provided
“New Consumer Law,” Indianapolis Recorder, 27 June 1968.
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by existing credit card companies rather than supporting the establishment of new crediting
institutions. The final legislation did not include money to establish affordable credit institutions
for consumers, and the subject would not be resolved until the 1970s with new legislation
imposing protection against credit discrimination toward women.28
The main provision in the CCPA was the law’s disclosure requirement, establishing the
Annual Percentage Rate and forcing lenders to use it to calculate the cost of credit so that
“informed” consumers could shop around for the best credit option.29 Creditors were to list
finance and to convert the charge into a percentage of the cost of the loan. Over the years, the
Federal Reserve Board has permitted exclusions to the law.30 The CCPA does not require
lenders to disclose fees31 for open ended lines of credit, such as credit cards, which grew in
popularity during the 1980s,32 or for home equity lines of credit, which do not have a fixed payoff date established at the outset. The Federal Reserve Board, which is empowered to impose the
disclosures, has chosen not to. At the time the law was passed in 1968, closed-end credit
represented the majority of the credit available on the market. Around 80 percent of the credit
offered was not open-ended, and so this gap in federal regulation was less egregious. Since then,
all types of open-end credit lines are now being sold to customers, and fees drive profits for these
loans.33 The Federal Reserve Board has exempted a multitude of types of credit lines from
disclosure. For example, the Board exempted rent-to-own contracts from APR disclosures.34
The Board also haphazardly liberalized the disclosure requirements. While payday lenders are
28
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required to disclose the APR, overdraft loans, which are issued by banks, are exempted from the
CCPA’s disclosure requirements.35 Since the late 1960s, the consumers’ share of debt has
steadily risen. In terms of revolving credit, consumers held just $1.5 billion worth of debt in
May 1968, when the CCPA was first implemented. That amount increased to well over a $1
trillion dollars as of November 2017.36
Liberal politicians in Congress in 1968 acknowledged the law’s considerable
shortcomings. Senator Proxmire held a news conference, explaining that the bill did not actually
regulate the consumer credit industry in any meaningful way. The bill merely forced creditors to
be more transparent, but there were caveats to this as well. Proxmire admitted that the primary
function of the bill was to allow “consumers to compare the cost of credit among different
creditors[,] and to shop effectively for the best credit buy.”37 Even this proved unworkable in the
end. For example, a variety of credit transactions were not covered in the scope of the bill. In
mortgage transactions, the law did not stipulate that the total cost of the transaction had to be
made available to the customer.38 Instead, creditors only had to list the annual rate of interest on
installment contracts, without a complete explanation of the total cost of the mortgage package.
Proponents of this approach considered that consumers would get ‘sticker shock’ upon seeing the
total charges for the mortgage, which typically dwarfed the cost of the housing unit.39
Deficiencies in this key part of the legislation became painfully obvious in the recession of 2008,
which perhaps could have been prevented if not for deregulation of the financial sector in the
preceding years.
35
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CCPA provisions added only a thin layer of federal regulation of the consumer credit
industry; directives that are mostly regulated by the states. Attorney Walter Malcolm noted in an
article in the American Bar Association’s publication, The Business Lawyer, that “prior to 1968,
substantially 100% of the control in this field rested with the states.”40 The passage of the CCPA
“transferred probably 25% of the control of consumer credit from the states to the federal
government.”41 For instance, the CCPA required a greater federal role in the regulation of wage
garnishments and eliminated some state’s practices of permitting employers to dismiss
employees after one garnishment. In the years that Senator Douglas’ truth-in-lending legislation
was held up in the Senate Banking Committee, regulation of state garnishment laws was not
considered.42 Throughout the 1960s, however, garnishment was a major of concern for many
voters. Even so, some legislators were loath to add robust federal regulations to an area of
consumer credit already regulated by the states.43 The final legislation was very conservative; its
garnishment provisions included a uniform federal wage exemption allowing only 10% of a
debtors’ weekly take home pay to be garnished. The law also included provisions allowing the
Secretary of Labor to exempt states having similar or more progressive garnishment provisions
already in effect. It also postponed the garnishment provisions until July 1, 1970 to give states
time to adjust their wage exemptions to match the federal standard.44
By the late-1960s, legal experts across the country were more skeptical of the continuing
utility of garnishment. A number of liberal jurists called for its abolition on the grounds that it
applied too high of a social cost to urban working-class communities. In describing the
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continuing legal troubles of garnished debtors at the close of the 1960s, Judge J. Skelly Wright of
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia reflected the power of the rebellions. In
1969, he called publicly for the nationwide abolition of garnishment.45 Judge Wright explained
in the New York Times “the twin problems of racism and poverty have converged in our society
to become the problem of the inner city itself.”46 He then enumerated the way small claims
courts themselves became systems of power used by “business organizations seeking to collect
debts.”47 He noted that many creditors handled such a large volume of claims that they have
established collection departments, which make routine use of the courts. Lacking the means to
defend themselves in small claims court, and untrusting toward the court system in general, the
low-income consumer is “likely to stop payment as a form of retaliation and thereby worsen the
problem.”48 The judge noted that the cycle of garnishment and debt crushed low-income
consumers was “geared for, and used for the benefit of, the manufacturer-seller-financier
complex, […] likely to put him out of work and back on the relief rolls.”49
On wage garnishment, the judge called for its abolition, noting that eliminating the
practice “could break the debtor spiral,” permitting a new level of economic security to millions
of Americans who live in dread of job loss.50 Under a credit system rid of garnishment,
working-class borrowers would know “that their job was safe from creditors, and that the money
needed to feed their families would be there.” The judge explained that the process is a “modern
parallel to debtor’s prison.”51 He further quantified it was as counterintuitive as the use of
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debtor’s prisons, because it too hindered the debtor’s ability to pay, locking him in a cycle of
joblessness and penury. The garnishment system, like the contract prison labor system, involved
the state and business extracting value from the individuals. Additionally, both systems were
still permitted under the Thirteenth Amendment. Courts during this time traditionally believed
garnishment was an acceptable practice. Most did not consider garnishment as violation of the
due process rights enumerated in the Thirteenth Amendment. Convict labor, which sometimes
involved servitude for debts, was also exempted from the Thirteenth Amendment’s protections.52
With the Sniadach decision, the Supreme Court finally accepted that the Thirteenth Amendment
protected consumers’ due process rights.
In 1969, the Supreme Court took action to protect consumers’ civil rights with the
Sniadach v. Family Finance Corp case. Their decision in the case was a huge win for
consumers, marking “a significant departure from the history of garnishment and attachment
proceedings.”53 The Supreme Court’s verdict “invalidated wage garnishment and replevin
statutes on the constitutional basis that the Due Process Clause requires notice and the
opportunity to the defendant for a hearing before there can be any taking of property.”54 In other
words, the court ruled that the Wisconsin law permitting seizure of a debtor’s property without a
hearing was unconstitutional. Now a debtor’s wages could only be garnished after the wage
earner was granted a hearing. In the majority opinion, Justice William Douglas described wages
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as "a specialized type of property" deserving protection from pre-judgment garnishment.

55

The

judge wrote the "grave injustices" resulting from pre-judgment garnishment, such as loss of
employment, rise in consumer bankruptcies, and coerced repayment for false charges.
Prejudgment had to be eliminated.56
In 1966, Family Finance Corp. initiated a garnishment against Christine Sniadach, who
made motions for a dismissal of the case on the grounds that her due process rights were denied.
This was because she never was permitted a hearing prior to garnishment.57 The municipal
court, a district court, and the Wisconsin Supreme Court all denied the dismissal. The liberal tilt
of the Supreme Court, however, was evidenced by its 5-1 decision. The decision was executed
by leading liberal jurists such as Earl Warren and Thurgood Marshall in favor of the plaintiff,
who cited the Fourteenth Amendment provisions on due process rights. Before the Sniadach
decision, the last time the Court took up the issue of the constitutionality of pre-judgment
garnishment was with the 1928 Coffin Brothers v Bennett decision. At that time, the Court
rejected the idea that pre-judgment garnishment violated due process, ruling that "nothing is
more common than to allow parties alleging themselves to be creditors to establish in advance by
attachment a lien dependent for its effect upon the result of the suit."58 In Coffin Brother v
Bennett, the Court accepted that garnishment was historically an accepted procedure and should
continue.59 By taking up the case and ruling in favor of Sniadach, the court rejected the notion
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that pre-judgment garnishment was constitutional on the grounds that it was an "historically
accepted procedure."60
In 1972, in Fuentes v Shevin, the Supreme Court struck down replevin laws in Florida
and New York permitting the seizure of chattel without a hearing, reasserting the consumer’s
right to due process under the Fourteenth Amendment. Fuentes was significant because it
protected personal property generally, not just a worker’s wages or the “necessities of life.”61 In
Lynch v Household Finance Company, the Court further ruled debtors could invoke the
Fourteenth Amendment to contest cases involving attachment of bank accounts without notice or
a hearing.62 In the majority opinion for the case, Justice Stewart wrote, “a fundamental
interdependence exists between the personal right to liberty and the personal right to property.”63
Consumers’ concerns about their rights and property played out throughout the end of the
decade in civil disturbances. The few actions made by the government to provide relief to urban
low-wage workers was too-little-too-late, as people were already struggling against a system
preying upon them specifically. After the civil unrest in Watts, Harlem, and Philadelphia in
1966, economist David Caplovitz was asked to testify before Congress. He addressed workingclass African Americans’ experiences with merchants, emphasizing the agency of black
consumers. Caplovitz told senators that the veracity of the participants’ demonstrations and their
careful targeting of ghetto merchants was “alarming evidence that the poor are aware of the
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exploitation they face in the marketplace[,] and are rebelling against it.”

64

In other parts of the

country, participants in the rebellions went out of their way to destroy targeted store’s credit
records in their attempts to eliminate the debts they owed.65 In Washington D.C., one mother
reportedly told her son as they were looting a store on 7th and S Street “don’t grab the groceries,
grab the book.”66 Clearly, some poor, inner-city residents identified urban merchants’ ownership
of their debts to be an existential threat to their livelihoods. With the rebellions, ghetto residents
attempted to strike back against this inequitable system.
The findings of the Kerner commission also revealed a strong consumer aspect to the
riots. With millions in taxpayer dollars, and a generous gift from the Ford Foundation, the
commission had ample resources to conduct a thorough investigation of the urban uprisings. The
commission conducted scores of interviews and visited the sites of the civil disturbances to draw
their conclusions. Earl Johnson, Jr., an attorney at the Office of Economic Opportunity, and
economist David Caplovitz were called on to testify before the Kerner Commission on
November 3, 1967. Both identified the role played by extreme consumer dissatisfaction in the
rebellions. Johnson commented “the subtle sophisticated lawlessness of slum merchants breeds
the violent lawlessness of their victims,” noting that “this explosive powder has been
accumulating in the ghetto for decades.”67 Professor Caplovitz noted that inner city residents
were forced to endure price hikes initiated by chain stores in inner city communities, and “even
higher increases” on days when welfare checks are mailed out to welfare users.68 Researchers
interviewing participants in the rebellions noted that their grievances focused on racial inequities
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in urban living. One social scientist observed that no other previous report on the aftermath of an
urban riot had considered the social realities of urban living for African Americans in
“conjunction with the recent and rapid rise in the level of Negro expectations.”69 Admittedly, the
rioters’ grievances against the power structures maintaining their unequal place in American
society were extensive. The specific grievances varied in urban communities around the
country, however, the commission ranked 12 common grievances by “levels of relative
intensity.”70 The first level included grievances on police abuses, unemployment, and
inadequate housing, followed by a second level featuring complaints about inadequate municipal
services. The third level of intensity included “discriminatory consumer and credit practices,”
which were vexing problems in black communities around the country. The researchers focused
much of their analysis on the relationships between the black communities of the cities surveyed
and the merchant class, with a special emphasis on predatory installment loans and wage
garnishments used to guarantee the loans.71
The Report noted that urban rioters shared “significant grievances” against merchants in a
plurality of the cities studied by the commission.72 The commission acknowledged that the
merchants charged exorbitantly high prices for items on installment. The researchers weakened
their analysis with inept considerations on the cost to the merchant to operate in African
American communities, considering that the high cost of business (such as “differential losses
from pilferage”) might account for the high costs on installment buys.73 To explain the higher
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cost of merchandise in low income areas, the researchers cited testimony by Paul Rand Dixon,
the Chairman of the Federal Trade Commission. Dixon explained that “an item selling
wholesale at $100 would retail on the average for $165 in a general merchandise store[,] and for
$250 in a low income specialty store.”74 The Report justified that “higher prices are not
necessarily exploitative in themselves” and that due to higher operating costs, urban merchants
had to charge higher amounts for merchandise in their stores to realize a profit.75
Dixon also supervised the research for the FTC’s own report on credit services marketed
to the poor that made clear distinctions between “low income credit retailers” targeting poor and
working-class consumers and “general market retailers” catering primarily to middle class
consumers. The later class of dealers detailed the price mark-ups on purchased goods.76 The
report also mentioned that low-income retailers relied on wage garnishments far more than other
retailers. Out of 18 retailers surveyed, eleven of them initiated legal actions leading to 1,568
garnishments and 306 repossessions in 1966.77 The Kerner Commission also published
supplemental studies on the urban unrest. The commission’s additional research helped to
reassert African Americans’ lingering dissatisfaction with race relations in the United States, as
well as the target of their dissatisfaction. Merchants in urban areas were certainly vilified by the
rioters, as well as the African American men and women interviewed by the riot commission.
Those interviewed complained about high prices and subpar merchandise. The supplemental
studies noted that black respondents were three times more likely than whites to insist they had
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recently been unfairly overcharged for an item at a store.

78

Whites on the other hand, were much

more likely to indicate they were never overcharged for merchandise.79 The civil unrest, and the
resulting analysis, demonstrated the inequalities of the urban marketplace quite well. Protest
delineated that even the working poor were dealt with differently, and that merchants’ activities
and their nearly-unregulated selling of credit produced considerable economic pain in
communities of color. The Federal Trade Commission issued its own report in 1968
demonstrating how credit was marketed differently to low-income consumers.
Over a third of African American respondents, when asked about improvements in race
relations, indicated there had been few improvements in the ten years prior to the most-recent
race riots, especially between black consumers and white merchants. One respondent answered
negatively about race relations, commenting that “we bought this nice furniture, thought we were
going to buy a house. When they found out we were Negroes[,] they wouldn’t sell to us.”
Another said that “there are still a lot of jobs that Negroes can’t get[,] and there are a lot of
houses that Negroes can’t rent or buy.”80 Urban merchants were also interviewed: they were
more likely than any other sampled population to indicate that they viewed African Americans as
“violent, criminal, and unreasonable in their desires for equality.”81 The researchers observed
that this view “was in spite (or maybe because) of the fact that they have an especially close
physical proximity to Negro neighborhoods.”82 The report also addressed the garnishment
problem specifically. On garnishment, the report noted how through its widespread use,
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workers’ due process rights were ignored. Such retailers sold primarily to “low-income
consumers,” and many used garnishment as a debt collection device.83
After the report was published, representatives from community agencies in Chicago
interviewed by the Chicago Daily News considered that many of the findings in the report to be
well-known by the religious and civil rights communities. For years these community groups
strove to improve African Americans’ economic status in Chicago. They signaled their
satisfaction that the report was published at all, but indicated the suggestions in the report needed
immediate implementation to reverse the economic and social isolation of ghetto residents and
Chicago’s non-white working-class population in general.84 Edwin Berry, the Executive
Director of the CUL explained that:
the report sounds like a rewrite of our league charter. We’ve been saying as much for
years. The most important recommendation I feel is jobs. Jobs and training of the
hardcore unemployed go hand in hand.85
Rabbi Robert J. Marx was the founder of the non-profit social justice organization, Jewish
Council on Urban Affairs. Their primary focus was on civil rights issues. Marx commented on
the document, explaining that “my impression is it’s a very exciting document—saying things
about deprivation and the cost of doing things that are apparent to those who are close to the
Negro community.”
The urban unrest caused a national discussion on the role of race and the structural forces
inhibiting racial equality in the United States. The resulting report by the Kerner Commission
revealed many of these inequalities and the harsh economic realities faced by millions of African
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Americans and people of color in the United States. It also revealed the rising dissatisfaction
with economic life in the inner cities. Bayard Rustin, the coordinator of the 1963 March on
Washington, wrote in an article in ADA World regarding the rebellions. According to Rustin, the
riots and the resulting Report by the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders laid bare
many of the “deeper inequalities.” The priorities of civil rights activists early in the movement
lay beyond disfranchisement and limited access to public accommodations were.86 Rustin noted
the civil rights movement’s shift in focus from the North to the South signaled a renewed interest
in economic issues, such as credit discrimination and job discrimination. Rustin qualified that:
these problems were not problems that affected the Negro alone and that could be solved
easily with the movement’s traditional protest tactics. These injustices were embedded
not in ancient and obsolete institutional arrangements but in the priorities of powerful
vested interests, in the direction of public policy, in the allocation of our national
resources. Sit-ins could integrate a lunch counter, but massive social investments and
imaginative public policies were required to eliminate the deeper inequalities.87
He concluded that the late 1960s marked an important crossroads for African Americans. He
asked the reader “will we build into the Second America new, more sophisticated forms of
segregation and exploitation or will we create a genuine open, integrated and democratic
society?”88 The results of the 1968 election placing Richard Nixon in the White House occurred
just months after the publication of Rustin’s article, signaling that the government’s “cruel
indifference” to the plight of African Americans was unlikely to abate any time soon.89
Concerted action by the federal government to improve African Americans’ urban
conditions based off the recommendations of the Report, however, were not forthcoming. As
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soon as the Report was published, Rabbi Marx predicted that it “would be ignored.”

90

Explaining that “this country is so engrossed in Vietnam[,] we are unable to face the seriousness
of the problems in our own cities.”91 This was a major problem for the Johnson Administration,
and other historians have written about the beleaguered president’s attempts to balance the
nation’s desire for both guns and butter at the end of the 1960s.
Shortly after the publication of the Report by the National Advisory Commission on
Urban Disorders, the City of Chicago published its own review of the Chicago riots occurring
immediately after Dr. King’s death. The Chicago Riot Study Committee, appointed by Mayor
Daley, was tasked with researching the causes of the riots from April 5-7, 1968. The City’s
report was at times condemnatory and condescending towards African Americans in Chicago. It
gave short shrift to the community grievances after explaining that many of their views were “in
the opinion of this committee, plainly contrary to fact.”92 In the Introduction, the Report noted
that African Americans in Chicago should understand “that riots are destructive for everyone[,]
including themselves.”93 The Report noted that for some rioters, the death of Martin Luther
King Jr. provided “a handy excuse for lawlessness.” While other rioters, the report claimed,
were motivated by “a desire to strike back: their targets became ‘whitey’ in general[,] and whiteowned and operated business establishments in particular.” On a night of extreme civil unrest in
Chicago, the Washington Post reported that one 72 year old Chicagoan looked on during the
conflagration, “his deeply etched face illuminated by a blazing grocery store,” chanting “burn,
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burn, burn. White man ain’t milking me no more.”

94

Clearly these sentiments were shared by

thousands of ghetto residents offered unequal credit and prices for goods in an economy geared
towards constant consumption.
In a survey of 75 businesses burned by arsonists, the researchers found that no businesses
owned by African Americans were purposefully targeted. Black owned businesses catching fire
were simply unfortunate enough to be situated in close enough proximity to white-owned
businesses. The researchers noted that the riot activities and their targets demonstrated a clear
“pent up resentment of Negroes against the economic system.” The Report noted that of more
specific concern “to the black man-in-the-street” are the high prices “he believes are charged for
inferior goods purchased in white-owned stores in the ghettos.”95 The investigators were
informed of the “long term credit practices which cause the price or cost of clothing, furniture,
and appliances purchased by blacks to greatly exceed prices and costs in white neighborhoods.”96
The investigators provided a positive review of the majority of the merchants it
interviewed who operate in minority communities, many of whom “are actively engaged” and
“appeared to be assets to the communities in which they operated.” The Report also qualified
that a number of ghetto merchants are:
highly “visible” white outsiders who are taking advantage of the poverty, lack of
education, and immobility so characteristic of the ghetto. These merchants sell low
quality products at high prices and engage in sharp, often ruthless, credit practices. They
often refuse to permit the return of defective merchandise. Many ghetto merchants admit
to higher prices[,] but justify them on such grounds as higher insurance costs, higher
credit losses, and a high incidence of shoplifting. The relationships between this large
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group of merchants and their customers is not a constructive one of mutual respect.
For their part, many of the merchants told the City’s researchers that most African Americans
only had themselves to blame for their credit difficulties. The merchants said that African
Americans, particularly those “who are not experienced urban dwellers” are “inept in the
extreme” in financing and consumer practices. In this they were simply repeating a long line of
charges blaming the working-class for their profligacy, rather than acknowledging their
entitlement to consumer products. The Report noted that the merchants said African Americans
buy expensive items on “expensive credit terms,” forego saving for large, durable, expensive
items, choosing to ‘buy on time’ instead, failing to ask “obvious questions” about the credit
terms on contract sales.97
By 1968, much of the political establishment was just coming to the realization there
were social consequences for permitting widespread credit discrimination and debt collections
abuses. Civil rights organizations, labor unions, and consumer groups, on the other hand, were
working both before and after the rebellions to address the need for credit and garnishment
reform. In Chicago, one of the most significant groups was Operation Breadbasket: a project
supported by the Southern Christian Leadership Conference that historian James Ralph called
“one of the least well known of the important civil rights organizations.”98 The organization
began its operations in Chicago in 1966, harnessing African Americans’ power as workers and
consumers. One of their ultimate goals was black economic empowerment through a policy of
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“selective patronage” of local businesses.

99

Operation Breadbasket developed a direct action

model of social activism involving investigation and evaluation of local businesses, as well as
engaging them in negotiations to increase black employment.100 Successful agreements were
finalized with the signing of a contract or “covenant” enumerating the provisions in the
agreement. The agreements typically included provisions calling for more black employment,
training for new employees, the purchase of more products from black suppliers.101 In its five
years of operation under Jesse Jackson’s leadership, Operation Breadbasket secured over 5,000
jobs for black applicants at fifteen companies, and millions in additional income for the black
community.102 Due to differences between Jackson and SCLC, Jackson eventually disbanded the
group, focusing more on a career in politics.
Efforts by interest groups were important to the consumer movement of the 1960s. The
movement had considerable linkages, not just with the civil rights movement, but also with the
women’s rights movement. Many businesses’ advertising campaigns were directed at women,
because women often did the shopping for clothes and groceries required for the household
during this time. Due to their central role in consumption, women were in a strong position to
collectively utilize their buying power, and to in a sense weaponize their consumption practices.
According to Lizabeth Cohen, women were the “foot soldiers and the leadership of the consumer
movement.”103 President Johnson’s own point person on consumer affairs, special assistant
Esther Peterson, became a target of controversy when she supported a massive boycott of five
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supermarket chains in Denver, Colorado in Fall 1966. Over 100,000 members of the
Housewives for Lower Food Prices helped launch a national campaign encompassing 100 cities,
and involving tens of thousands of women boycotters. Peterson was quoted in the New York
Times as saying that “I just think it’s so beautiful that the gals are waking up.”104 The comments
made her persona non grata among some influential officials in the Johnson administration,
which eventually succeeded in pushing Peterson out of her position.105 Women activists
associated with the National Organization of Women (NOW) fought for legislation stipulating
equal access to credit in 1974. Women were some of the main advocates for accurate
merchandise labeling and lower prices.106
Perhaps the most well-known consumer advocate was Ralph Nader, who encouraged the
inclusivity and agency characterizing the consumer movement in the 1960s, which he called a
“people’s movement.” Nader launched his organization, the Public Citizen, to counter the
special interest lobbying campaigns used by business groups to shape public opinion.107 Nader
launched over two-dozen public advocacy organizations serving as watchdogs for corporate and
business groups.108 Nader challenged businesses and governments to desegregate and open job
opportunities to women and minorities. In 1972, he wrote a letter to the National Aeronautics
Board, alleging that the agency was working to “preserve and perpetuate” race and sex
discrimination by maintaining barriers to employment for women and minorities.109 His
organization also provided statistical research indicating that the CAB included no minorities in
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leadership positions, and none making more than $25,000 a year.

110

His report also revealed that

over two-thirds of women employed at the agency made less than $9,000 a year and were
primarily employed in clerical positions.111
In spite of the spasms of urban unrest jolting the country, and the consumer activism
growing in intensity at the end of the decade, the state apparatus continued to leave the major
economic problems in urban areas unaddressed. Perhaps no federal organization during this era
demonstrated the government’s passive approach to the nation’s credit difficulties more than the
National Commission on Consumer Finance. With the passage of the 1968 Consumer Credit
Protection Act, the NCCF was established as an advisory body purposed with developing new
legislation and research on the consumer credit problem. Representative Wright Patman, the
Chairman of the House Banking Committee, proclaimed that the CCPA’s provisions establishing
the commission “may well be the greatest accomplishment of the bill.”112 The commission,
however, had no power to investigate nefarious credit practices, nor could it arbitrate consumer
disputes. The commission could do no more than research the problem. After three years of
researching the consumer credit industry, the commission published its magnum opus on the
consumer credit industry, Consumer Credit in the United States, then disbanded. The
commission called for greater regulation of creditors’ collection practices, more competition in
the credit industry, and greater transparency in credit transactions.113 The commission proposed
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sweeping reforms, including the abolition of the confession of judgment and more rights for
consumers in credit transactions. The report’s recommendations were never implemented.114
The Nixon administration took a more conservative approach to garnishment and credit
issues than the previous administration, preferring to rely on business leaders' recommendations
for many economic affairs concerns. Nixon received the report in January 1973, giving a brief
statement. He lauded the credit industry and the “wide availability of consumer credit”
rejuvenating the manufacturing and retail industries by permitting “consumers to finance major
purchases out of current income.”115 Nixon ignored the report, instead relying on a council of
business leaders to advise him on consumer credit matters. Nixon called this group the National
Business Council for Consumer Affairs, which he had established through an executive order
early in his presidency. In a press statement, Nixon said that the businessmen “share my belief
that neither the government nor the consumer movement can alone solve these problems, but that
we must rely upon the traditional goodwill and sound practices of the business community.”116
Ironically, two Chicago businessmen were selected to lead the committee. Robert Booker, the
CEO of Marcor, Inc. and owner of Montgomery Ward, and Co., was named chairman, while
Donald Perkins, the CEO of Jewel Companies based in Melrose Park, Illinois, was named cochairman.117 In 1969, Senator William Proxmire proposed additional truth-in-lending
legislation. His proposal involved extending truth-in-lending disclosure requirements to include
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the credit card industry. The president's committee on consumer affairs, rejected the idea,
however, arguing it needed "more study."118
During the late 1960s, and even into the early 1970s, several consumer and banking
reform measures were imposed in addition to those passed under the 1968 CCPA, providing an
additional layer of federal regulation to the banking industry. The new laws imposed the most
basic regulations to the credit industry. The Fair Credit Reporting Act (1970) protects
consumers from having inaccurate information included in their credit files maintained by credit
reporting agencies. The bill also allows consumers to access and make corrections to errors in
their credit files.119 The Fair Credit Billing Act (1974) required credit card companies to quickly
credit borrowers’ payments to their accounts, and to correct mistakes on their bills without it
affecting the borrowers’ credit score.120 In 1974, Congress passed the Equal Credit Opportunity
Act, making it unlawful for creditors to discriminate against applicants on the basis of sex or
marital status.121 Initially, the law did not include provisions barring discrimination on the basis
of race or ethnicity, but those were added in amendments and signed into law in 1976.122 This
law did not establish equal access to credit as a right, consumers were not going to be offered
credit on an equal basis, but it did stipulate a curb on credit discrimination. Several additional
consumer protection laws were passed in the late 1970s. The most significant was the 1978
Bankruptcy Act. This law provided greater protections to people filing bankruptcy petitions,
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whereupon filing the petition the bankrupt was exempt from most past debts.

123

In 1984,

however, the bankruptcy law was amended, and judges were given the authority to refuse to
extend bankruptcy petitions to individuals believed to be abusing the system.124
The contemporary consumer credit system centered on credit cards came about in the
1980s, heralding the rise of increasing amounts of consumer debt. The Marquette Decision of
1978 by the Supreme Court effectively de-regulated the credit card industry. Prior to the
Marquette Decision, ceilings on interest rate caps were imposed by the states, and unsecured
credit was subjected to state usury laws.125 With the Marquette Decision, the Supreme Court
determined that credit card companies were subject to the usury laws of their home state: the
state of residence of the customer was no longer a factor.126 Credit card companies quickly
relocated their headquarters to states with low usury rates for unsecured credit, such as Delaware
and South Dakota, and credit card companies’ profits skyrocketed.127 In the 1990s, credit cards
increased their profitability even more by securitizing their debts. Credit card companies issued
bonds through Wall Street brokers backed by future repayments by card holders. In this way,
they raised vast amounts of money that was then used to finance their businesses. This allowed
credit card companies to loan ever-greater amounts of revolving debt: debt that was never paid
off, but rather was compounded. Additionally, during successive recessions throughout the
1990s, consumers progressively decreased savings and took on more credit card debt.
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Deregulation was bipartisan. In 1999, Bill Clinton successfully passed legislation
repealing one of the most consequential banking statutes of the New Deal era: the Glass-Steagall
Act of 1933. This act forced banks to keep their investment and commercial banking businesses
separate, preventing them from using customer’s deposits on risky business ventures.128
Clinton’s Treasury Secretary, Lawrence Summers, a champion of economic neoliberalism and
financial deregulation, commented that the new law “would benefit American consumer,
business and the national economy.”129 Large financial institutions were, however, the only
beneficiaries of the new law. It allowed them to increase their market share to the detriment of
small banks nationwide. The repeal of the law narrowed the finance industry, minimizing
consumers’ options. Without competition in the banking industry, financial services have
suffered. President Obama did little to aid consumers either. Lawrence Summers even served as
his Director of the National Economic Council for a time, and Obama appointed prominent
investment bankers to key positions in his administration. Example of this include Treasury
Secretary Timothy Geithner, who championed the bank bailout at the start of the recession, and
Neal Wolin, Geithner’s number two at Treasury during the Obama years and a prominent bank
executive.130 On the bailout, Geithner wrote in his book, Stress Test, Reflections on Financial
Crisis, that: “the world was burning. What more was there to discuss? This was not the time to
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focus on punishing the arsonists. It was time to focus on putting out the fire.”

131

The

perpetrators seemingly will never be punished, to the extreme detriment of American consumers.
During the 1950s and 1960s, some minor adjustments were made by the federal
government in response to growing public concerns regarding unrestricted credit, particularly the
effects of wage garnishment on working-class communities. In terms of wage garnishment, the
CCPA was the only Great Society-era legislation addressing the problem, and it did little more
than most previous state statutes on garnishments. The law simply set a standard amount of
earnings protected from garnishments and called on employers to avoid firing employees due to
garnishments. It established no enforcement mechanism to impose this provision of the law.
The federal government’s weak attempts at reform in the mid-twentieth-century gave way to
distinctly pro-creditor bank policies in the 1980s. As the federal government moved away from
a Keynesian approach to macro-economic issues, the nation’s credit difficulties only grew worse.
In an economic milieu characterized by deregulation and falling wages, Americans took on
vastly greater amounts of debt to maintain their standard of living, and now consumer debt is a
bigger problem than ever.
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CONCLUSION
Creditors’ liberal use of wage garnishment as a collection device for loans was a
considerable problem for workers throughout much of the last century. It touched on legal,
occupational, and social concerns, stunting economic growth in working-class communities. The
widespread use of garnishment in urban, working-class areas made it an integral part of credit
transactions. By the 1960s, working-class consumption and the garnishment issue was
incorporated into a broader national discussion on consumer issues. Since garnishment created
so much economic deprivation, the issue was a contentious working-class problem also
disproportionately affecting minorities. As garnishments increased and debt surged in workingclass areas, the garnishment problem contributed to killings and social unrest particularly in
Chicago, though throughout the country by the late 1960s.
Meanwhile, state and federal governments continued to tolerate the practice, which
thrives in present day. In spite of a considerable amount of research conducted by sociologists,
journalists, and legal scholars demonstrating garnishment’s coercive, exploitative use by
unscrupulous lenders, wage assignment remains a problem plaguing working households.
Reform of the institution of garnishment conflicted with Keynesian economic theory supporting
the notion that governments should support consistent economic growth primarily through
consumer purchases. Creditors and opponents of garnishment reform successfully used this
ideology of growth to argue that eliminating garnishments and wage assignments would inhibit
economic growth and tighten credit markets. The U.S. government’s development of a
consumer society based on consistent growth and surging debt created incredible wealth in the
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financial sector, but it was at a high cost for low income wage workers toiling under a credit and
collections systems.
A central issue in the dissertation was on the coercive nature of wage garnishment and
how it put undue pressure on workers. Instead of negotiating suitable deals and payment plans
with creditors and retailers offering items on credit, working-class people were locked into a
contract that could be used to garnish their wages. Wage assignment contracts were developed
entirely by the creditor, and could easily be manipulated by them even after the transaction was
finalized. Furthermore, under Illinois law during this period, there were few limits on interest
charges. The creditor or retailer had the liberty to charge usurious amounts, so long as they were
listed in the signed contract. This unequal relationship between low-income consumers and
creditors ultimately was a major part of the garnishment problem. The use of wage assignment
contracts gave the creditor an extraordinary amount of power from the very beginning. After the
wage assignment contract was signed, creditors could use the threat of garnishment any time
they wanted. By the 1960s, the Chicago Municipal Court, who was processing the city’s
garnishment cases, was managing thousands of claims a month. Even after the state imposed
moderate garnishment reforms in 1961, the levels of garnishments declined briefly, but rose
again during the latter part of the decade.
Licensed small loan lenders, banks, and retailers were all able to use garnishments during
this time, and debt was a hot commodity. In Chicago and urban centers throughout the country,
credit was sold on an industrial-scale, particularly by large finance and sales companies
financing millions in loans and retail purchases through wage assignment loans. Finance
companies were like a clearinghouse for debt, since they purchased debts from retailers and local
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merchants. Once it purchased the debt, the finance company then collected the money for the
loan, earning the income from the initial transaction. The company could easily make additional
income in the event of a default by garnishing the workers’ wages for any unpaid amounts.
The small loan business was a booming industry by the early twentieth-century because
loan sharks were eased out of it with the imposition of uniform small loan laws during the
Progressive Era, setting a standard threshold for interest rates. As loan sharks were pushed out
of the industry, small loans became acceptable and profitable. Finance companies, such as
Household Finance Companies, benefitted from the reforms. By the 1950s, finance companies
held the majority of consumers’ debts for small loans, growing into a potent political force that
vocally represented its interests in Springfield.
Throughout the Industrial Era, Illinois had a collections regime that was particularly
favorable to creditors and lenders, at least in comparison to other states. Each state developed its
own provisions on garnishment and consumer credit regulation during this time. Illinois not only
permitted unlimited finance charges, but also permitted garnishment on a mass scale. The
garnishment regime was developed through legal and legislative struggles between creditors and
labor unions. Creditors won many of the debates during the early twentieth-century, causing
Illinois to develop a collections regime allowing creditors to easily garnish and access increasing
amounts workers’ wages. Labor unions pushed for laws raising the wage exemptions for
garnishment as much as possible, while creditors worked to lower the exemptions.
In Chicago and throughout much of the country during the mid-twentieth-century, rising
volumes of credit inevitably led to more garnishment claims, because the collections device
played an integral role in the working-class credit market. Admittedly, garnishment was a
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standard of the credit market for low-income consumers in Illinois. Other states abolishing the
practice, such as Pennsylvania, maintained robust credit markets. In Illinois and industrial
centers throughout the country, garnishment was the most-favored collections remedy for
creditors and retailers. It allowed them, after all, to practically guarantee repayment for credit
transactions. Following the creditor filed a garnishment claim with the employer of the
customer, they could access portions of the borrowers’ paycheck. Some employers chose to
simply fire garnished workers instead of having to facilitate this aspect of their employee’s credit
transactions.
Creditors used employers’ preference to dismiss garnished workers as leverage for
repayment. Just the threat of garnishment was a powerful inducement for borrowers to pay, as
dismissal from work would have been devastating. Loss of employment at one company did not
mean loss of the garnishment either. Local creditors were adept at tracking down borrowers to
their new jobs and issuing new garnishment affidavits at the worker’s new place of employment.
Creditors were not above using personal threats, intimidation, and humiliation to force the
borrower to comply with their demands. Garnishment put incredible pressure on workers, but
also on their employers. Employers of the garnished were legally responsible for processing
garnishment claims.
Most large firms throughout the Industrial Era resented the widespread use of
garnishment. Garnishment turned their administrative personnel into mere functionaries in this
elaborate collections process that created additional expenses and paperwork for the company.
Processing garnishment paperwork and withholding expenses for sometimes thousands of
garnished workers annually was a major inconvenience for Chicago employers. It also wasted
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countless work-hours and revenue on administrative expenses. Large employers typically
considered credit and collections issues to be personal matters that had really had no place on the
shop floor or the production line. Employers were known to develop creative ways to find gaps
in the enforcement apparatus of the garnishment system.
The garnishment issue was a substantial problem imposed from outside of the workplace.
It affected so many workers that large employers and labor unions found they were often on the
same side of the issue. During the early twentieth-century, employers were known to ignore
garnishment orders and to help workers assert legal exemptions to garnishments. Unions also
helped workers by providing counseling and consumer education, legal assistance, and lobbying
against garnishment at the state and federal levels. Unions, and later other community groups,
sought garnishment reform because the issue caused so much economic harm to workers by
diminishing their earnings and effecting their employment prospects.
The struggle over garnishment was given added significance by urban rebellions and
other violent acts occurring because of overwhelming frustrations with a credit and collections
system that “milked” working-class communities of their meager earnings. The garnishment
issue had been building as a public concern during the late 1950s as garnishments increased
dramatically. In 1960, the city was shocked by the suicide of William Rodriguez, a worker at
Sears, Roebuck and Company, who killed himself by swallowing rat poison to escape his
garnishments and credit troubles. Rodriguez was not the last person to kill himself over the
issue, and the suicides were accompanied by an incident in 1966 involving a customer opening
fire at a car dealership using predatory lending and collections practices. The violent incidents in
the 1960s were catalysts for what were often short-lived reform efforts.
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Another factor of the garnishment issue during the mid-twentieth-century is how it
disproportionately affected African Americans and other ethnic minorities. The vast numbers of
retailers and creditors operating in minority communities often relied on wage assignments. This
greatly contributed to the high incidents of wage garnishments among these communities. Racial
discrimination certainly played a role in the deployment of such high numbers of garnishments
against African Americans and minorities. During the early 1960s, for a very short time,
Chicago dedicated a small police unit to investigate claims of garnishment and consumer abuses
in working-class communities of color. The cops, who were minorities themselves, went into
retail establishments pretending to buy items on installment. They found that creditors used a
variety of under-handed and shady tactics to get them to sign wage assignment contracts so to
grant access to their wages and augment earnings. News reports and studies on garnishment
during this time emphasized how it primarily affected minorities. This issue was also
problematic for minorities because they were only beginning to develop their footing in the
urban labor market.
In the dissertation, I presented evidence demonstrating consciousness on the part of
Chicago employers about the unique effects of garnishment on minority communities.
Employers considered garnishment to be a major problem for minority workers. The Illinois
Chamber of Commerce, in a study they conducted, found that Chicago employers considered
garnishment to be a major concern and something to consider when hiring minorities. According
to the Chamber report, garnishment and ignorance about consumer credit were particularly
problematic for minorities, and hiring minority employees could lead to increased administrative
costs due to the need to handle more garnishment orders. Garnishment was therefore a concern
for minorities simply because of how the garnished were viewed by the public.
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Garnishment became an issue of increasing public concern after shocking suicides and
shooting in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The public’s focus was on how garnished workers
were “ignorant” of good buying techniques, and that if they could only be taught how to properly
purchase credit, this issue would go away. News reports during this time emphasized the plight
of the unwary buyer from the South, or recent arrival from Latin America who misunderstood
the terms of wage assignment contracts and unwittingly signed away their wages. This early
focus on the garnished, and the unique problems faced by low-income buyers as part of the
garnishment problem, oriented the public towards a solution emphasizing education of
consumers.
Consumer credit education, while important, could never diminish the significance of the
garnishment problem because a lack of education was not the cause of the matter. Even highly
educated buyers could be ensnared in garnishment schemes, because the lender had so much
power after the wage assignments forms were signed and the transaction was finalized. Even
buyers making regular payments could be garnished. There were numerous cases of “mistaken
identity” in which borrowers completing steady payments experienced garnishments of their
wages.
Consumer education was, however, a most-favored solution to the issue for many
community groups and relief agencies in the City. The Mayor’s Committee on New Residents
was responsible for organizing the City’s response to the garnishment problem. This was due in
part because wage assignment was viewed as a broader issue primarily affecting black migrants
and immigrants from Latin America. The City agency used consumer education programs and
even established credit unions for the residents of several city projects. The Chicago Urban
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League, which was one of the largest and most significant of the black community organizations
in the city, relied on consumer education programs as their main solution to the problem. This
method was consistent with the business-friendly, accommodative approach established by the
CUL board of directors. Prior to the 1956 dismissal of director Sydney Williams, a militant
leader of the organization, the CUL’s leadership was far more vocal regarding minority rights
and fair treatment. Yet at a time the garnishment issue was becoming an increasingly pressing
concern, the CUL opted to push Williams from his position and support a milder view at credit
reform. Downtown business interests financially supported the League, and they eschewed a
more confrontational approach with business leaders over garnishment. Instead of alienate their
financial support, the League poured its considerable resources into developing a large consumer
education program.
In contrast to the League, some community organizations and labor groups pushed more
aggressively for reform, favoring a direct action community response to working-class consumer
issues. Organizations such as Operation Breadbasket and The Woodlawn Organization used
community activism and selective buying to pressure local merchants during the late 1960s. As
attempts to reform garnishment at the state level were rejected, or provided only minimal reform,
labor unions increasingly began looking for a federal solution to the problem. Unions were
passionate supporters of state reforms. They also provided their members with counseling,
consumer education programs, and legal representation, while advocating on behalf of their
members with management in attempts to get around garnishments. Unions’ increased advocacy
of a federal garnishment law at the end of the 1960s occurred as the federal government was
preparing its own truth-in-lending legislation. The law was a major goal of the consumer
movement when Senator Paul Douglas of Illinois first introduced it in 1960.
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In Illinois, successive attempts to reform the state’s garnishment rules had a minimal
effect on the debt collection system; allowing it to continue largely unchanged. Governor
Stratton signed the most minimal garnishment reforms into law in 1957 and 1959, before he was
replaced by Otto Kerner, Jr., a former judge from a powerful political family in Illinois. Kerner
campaigned on garnishment reforms, making promises to change the system. In spite of the
campaign promises, garnishment was allowed to remain in effect, and the governor relied
heavily on input from Illinois business leaders in the crafting of the reform legislation.
The representatives of creditor and retail groups that were asked to provide their input on
the legislation stuck together, fighting for the continuation of garnishment as a group. Some
creditors supported a “cooling off period” in which the borrower would be given time to pay, and
during which time no new garnishments could be issued. But above all, creditors wanted to
maintain garnishment as an option, or as a potential “threat” as one creditor put it. Creditors’
used lobbyists and the trade groups they were a part of to represent their interests and increase
their political influence in state politics. Business trade groups argued that garnishment was
necessary for their establishments, and that eliminating garnishment would harm credit markets
in the state. During the course of the political debates in Springfield, creditors even blamed the
garnished for the problem, emphasizing working-class buyers’ ignorance about credit as the
source of the problem. Other creditors mentioned consumer activities they claimed were more
pernicious, such as consumers “gaming” the system by misrepresenting themselves on credit
applications. The whole point of garnishment and the reason it was such an efficacious
collections device, however, was because the buyer’s credit history did not matter.
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A number of attempts were made throughout the history of garnishment in Illinois to
completely eliminate its use. During the early and mid-twentieth-century, attempts were made to
abolish garnishment through litigation and garnishment legislation. These attempts were all
rebuffed, and garnishment continued largely unabated until the Sniadach decision. Sniadach
allowed garnishment to continue, but granted buyers “their day in court.” In that case, the
plaintiff, Christine Sniadach, argued her due process rights were violated when her wages were
withheld without a hearing. Multiple lower courts rejected her argument, siding with previous
court rulings that demonstrated an acceptance by the judiciary of garnishment. The Supreme
Court took up her case, however, and reversed the course of U.S. legal history by supporting the
infringement upon her rights. The Court finally accepted that the Thirteenth Amendment
provisions on due process protected buyers.
The goal of reforming garnishment at the federal level was deferred throughout the
1960s. The U.S. Senate Banking Committee turned out to be a powerful barrier to reform during
this period. After 1966, with rebellions taking a toll on America’s urban centers, the government
took an active interest in the social problems afflicting inner-city communities. Garnishment and
predatory credit arrangements were found to be one of the causes of the disturbances, and soon
the federal government revisited the issue of garnishment and credit reform.
Congress’ final legislative solutions to the garnishment problem were underwhelming,
signaling the beginning of an era of de-regulation of the credit industry. Provisions eliminating
garnishments were removed from the final legislation of the Consumer Credit Protection Act.
Other legislative options, such as increasing federal controls of the credit economy and requiring
full disclosure of the costs of credit even for revolving credit plans, were all bypassed. The law
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addressed garnishment by prohibiting dismissals due to garnishment and establishing a set wage
exemption for garnishment to which all the states had to agree. The provisions exempting
revolving credit accounts from the law’s disclosure requirements were particularly egregious,
and de-regulation only increased during the 1980s and 1990s. Today, the effects of deregulating
the financial service sector have caused considerable reversals for consumers, and the number of
Americans in debt has begun to rise again. According to a May 2017 report by the Federal
Reserve Bank of New York, American consumers’ debt burden has increased to $12.7 trillion in
the first quarter of 2017. In an article published in The Nation magazine, legal scholar Patricia
Williams explained that with this policy of bank deregulation, “the ‘ghetto lending’ practices of
the 1960s have metastasized, spreading across class, race and regional boundaries.”1 Credit card
companies now charge astronomical fees. Financial institutions are so under-regulated that they
can even open up customer accounts and charge them for bogus charges. This happened to
millions of Wells Fargo customers, whose lending institution opened bank and credit accounts in
their names without their consent. Customers incurred charges for credit accounts of which they
had no knowledge, even receiving debit cards in the mail for the accounts. Many saw their credit
ratings fall, as they failed to pay on their “debts.”2 The worst part was that the customers could
not even sue the company for its misdeeds, all because a passage in the customer contract
stipulating that customers could not sue the financial institution.3 Certainly, the inability of
legislators to address these issues in the 1950s and 1960s left the door open to all types of credit
abuses in the present-day.
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This topic is significant because garnishment represented a major economic problem for
workers in the last century. The study developed our understandings of a coercive debt system
similar in nature to debt peonage, although it was used in a Northern, urban, industrial context.
Garnishment was a civil, labor, and consumer rights issue, and multiple social movements during
this time worked to reform or eliminate garnishment as a problem for workers. The dissertation
also developed our understanding of how consumer credit transactions worked for minorities and
the broader working-class at this critical point in the consumer era. The garnishment issue
during the twentieth-century has largely been overlooked and understudied by historians.
Garnishment has mostly been be debated by legal scholars, sociologists, journalists, and
economists, instead of historians, who have done excellent work on garnishment.
Other literature on credit and consumption during this time emphasized the power of the
state in providing some regulations, but also in facilitating the creation of an economy based on
credit and consumption. My work not only recognizes the considerable power of the
government in shaping economic and social relations for the working-class, but also explains
how the government and laws of the State of Illinois were used. My scholarship also addresses
how government helped create an economy based on debt, supported by a pro-creditor
collections regime. State provisions still dictate many local garnishment practices, but during the
1950s and 1960s, they played an even bigger role in garnishment regulation before the Consumer
Credit Protect Act’s provisions went into effect. Illinois’ provisions were maintained by a legal
culture extremely favorable towards creditors’ interests in debt collections.
Lizabeth Cohen’s A Consumer’s Republic explained that consumption had a liberating
aspect to it, and that by participating in consumption, working-class people and minorities were
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able to assert their rights. My work explains that people responded to the garnishment problem,
but not successful, and efforts to reform garnishment and credit laws in Illinois sometimes made
problems worse for working-class consumers. Credit worked differently for the working-class,
and garnishment increased consumers’ expenses for loans and extended loan repayment periods.
Credit was something that everyone needed to be able to use to function in the twentieth-century
economy. Yet unfair credit opportunities increased inequality, as more and more people
continued to be mired in debt. Loans for the working-class were typically secured by
garnishment, meaning that consumers were locked into a cycle of payments, and were truly at
the mercy of the creditor. For the working-class, consumption was not liberating, so much as
constraining. While credit opened up limitless potential consumption opportunities for the
wealthy, consumption paired with a punitive collections system in a low-wage milieu was a
recipe for disaster for workers during this time.
A number of additional research opportunities to develop points raised in the dissertation
exist. For example, additional research is needed on the role of the credit union movement as
part of the consumer movement in Chicago during the twentieth-century. During the 1950s and
1960s, working-class communities developed credit unions to provide affordable financing. I
explained how credit unions provided some consumer credit counseling and education services,
but additional research is needed on this subject. Discussion on the urban grocery and retail
goods marketplace is needed, as well as how market transactions worked differently for workingclass consumers and people of color. My work deals with the role of garnishment, but further
investigation is needed on repossessions and the relationships between buyers and working-class
consumers in Chicago during this time. Some work was done during the 1960s and 1970s on the
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“urban consumer,” but many of these works were poorly researched and framed by racist
presumptions about black spending habits.
As we look back on Illinois’ history of garnishment, we see that the state permitted nearly
unrestricted use of the debt collection device throughout much of the last century. Efforts to
reform the law were easily rebuffed, and workers’ interests were sidelined in Springfield.
Garnishment placed a considerable burden on workers; it drained their earnings, put their
employment at risk, and led to bankruptcies for many people during this time. The cosmetic
changes Illinois legislatures made during the early and mid-1960s to the state’s credit and debt
systems did little to alter the rising cost of credit in the consumer society. The reforms
sometimes even made matters worse for consumers. Workers in many parts of the country were
still burdened with inequitable access to credit and punitive debt collections systems disregarding
workers’ rights to their wages. Now problems that used to affect the working-class have been
expanded into other credit types due to a steady trend of de-regulation of the finance industry.
By avoiding substantive garnishment reform in the 1960s, legislators demonstrated their
acceptance of a society based on rising credit and debt. Today, we see the effects and expansion
of this type of economic system, which functions due to, and creates, new inequalities.
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